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This thesis examines the contributions of early twentieth-century activists Ida B.
Wells-Barnett and Mary Church Terrell to the social and political advancements of the
African-Ameriean race. In an effort to rectify the study of African-American women as
the “other,” the research sets as its goal to make Afriean-Ameriean women’s experiences
subject and central to analysis. The tools employed are taken from three disciplines:
African-American Studies, Women Studies and Political Science. The writer has also
employed Black feminist thought as a research tool for examining the history and
ideologieal eoncepts of African-American women.
Key primary sources are utilized in constructing the foundation of the research.
The writer relied on The Memphis Diary of Ida B. Wells, by editor Miriam
DeCosta-Willis; Crusade for Justice an Autobiography ofIda B. Wells-Barnett, edited by
Alfreda M. Duster; A Colored Woman in a White World, by Mary Church Terrell and A
Voice from the South, by Anna Julia Cooper. Essential to the theoreetical framework are
tenets found in Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of
Empowerment, by Patricia Hill Collins, which offers a paradigm through which the
experienees of African-American women ean best be interpreted. By selecting this
research tool, the efforts of Wells-Barnett and Terrell as activists, educators, crusaders
and clubwomen become crucial in understanding the significance of African-American
women’s eontributions to racial uplift and social and political tolerance.
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In the course of conducting this research, it became clear that one key to
understanding African-American women’s experiences is demarginalizing their stories.
This process allows African-American women to be the center of analysis in the context
of their own experiences.
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This thesis examines the contributions of post-Reconstruction Black women to
the social and political advancements of the African-American race between the
1880’s and the 1920’s. More specifically, as a point of origin, an analysis of the life,
work and accomplishments of Ida B. Wells-Bamett and Mary Church Terrell is
central to this research. In order to move the inquiry of African-American women
from object to subject, the researcher’s approach is from a Black feminist paradigm.
To be viewed as an object allows others to define African-American women’s reality.
However, when African-American women are seen as subjects, they have the power
to define their own standpoint and reality. Thus, the key to this research is to make
African-American women’s experiences primary and central to the analysis.
In this study Black women are viewed as both Black and women and as
observers and participants. They are not viewed from without and seen as the “other.”
Being viewed as the “other” and objectified is essential to oppositional differences.
According to sociologist Patricia Hill Collins, with oppositional differences “one part
is not simply different from its counterpart; it is inherently opposed to its ‘other’.”'
Crucial oppositional differences in the subordination of African-American women are
black or White, male or female, and thought or feeling. Collins states “domination
always involves attempts to objectify the subordinate group.Therefore, by
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employing a strategy that moves away from oppositional differences, the lives, works
and contributions ofAfrican-American women become significant for research.
In this thesis African-American women are viewed from a “both/and”
conceptual stance of Black feminist thought.^ They are analyzed as both
African-Americans and women. There are neither women issues nor Black issues, but
Black women issues. As the author, I also approach the writing of this thesis from a
“both/and” conceptual stance, wherein I write as both an observer and a participant. I
am both the researcher observing the lives of African-American women, and an
African-American woman whose experiences allow me to participate as a subject.
The tools employed to conduct the research are derived from three disciplines:
African-American Studies, Women Studies and Political Science.
Chapter one establishes the foundation for the thesis as a whole, including
developing the paradigm through which the writer frames the subjects. The
researcher utilized the tenets espoused by Black feminist thought as the lens through
which to view the subjects. The chapter explains the methodology the writer has
employed and reviews some key scholarly writings pertinent to the study of the lives
of African-American women. The chapter is the foundation for providing clarity and
understanding of the importance of the history of African-American women and why
we must tell their stories.
In chapter two the 1892 lynching in Memphis, Tennessee, of three Black
businessmen sets the stage for an inquiry into the motivation of Ida B. Wells and
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Mary Church Terrell to commit their lives to changing the conditions of the Black
race. The impact of this incident is seen as a catalyst for the women’s activist
endeavors. Direct testimonies of Wells and Terrell provide evidence of how both
women’s lives changed forever following the lynching. As their stories unfold, a
clear understanding of their acts of heroism and their continued battles against racial
inequalities and legal injustices emerges. In an effort to reveal the essence of Wells
and Terrell, the researcher provides a biographical overview beginning with their
births in 1862 and 1863, respectively, until the lynching in 1892. Their life styles,
educational attainments, economic and social status within the Negro community, and
philosophical beliefs are examined, compared and contrasted.
In chapter three the burden of gender debasement and racial discrimination is
examined. The evidence shows that race and gender biases are socially constructed
by dominate groups to suppress subordinate groups in an attempt to maintain the
status quo. These discriminating practices create an atmosphere in which
exploitation, suppression and oppression of subordinate groups become socially and
politically acceptable. During the life spans ofWells and Terrell the social position of
Black women within the larger community was at best invisible. They possessed no
political clout and very little economic power. Starting with the Atlantic slave trade
and continuing during slavery and beyond, their womanhood and virtue had been
trampled and degraded by the White social structure. To the women in the
African-American community, their reality within the American society was symbolic
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of oppression. By using the writings of contemporaries of Wells-Bamett and Terrell,
the plight of African-American women is depicted, examined and analyzed. In
addition to Wells-Bamett and Terrell, the chapter also discusses Nannie Helen
Burroughs, founder of the National Training School for Women and Girls, and Anna
Julia Cooper, author of A Voice From the South. The lives of these four women
convey the urgency of debunking myths that attacked the integrity of Negro women.
These women organized to defend themselves against slanderous and abject rhetoric.
Chapter three also examines the origin, mission and effectiveness of the Black
women’s club movement. In conjunction with a discussion of the club movement, a
perspective of the African-American women’s suffrage movement is explored.
The concluding chapter summarizes the key elements of the narrative and
provides a succinct synopsis regarding the contributions of Ida B. Wells-Barnett,
Mary E. Church Terrell and other post-Reconstmction African-American women. It
bridges the historical gap among these women as trailblazers, those who were their
immediate successors and those who continue to follow as torchbearers of their
legacy.
What is in a name? Within the context of this research, the terminologies,
Black, Afro-American and African-American are used to express the evolution of race
pride through racial identity among African-American people. Although antiquated,
the terms Negro and colored are used when referring to specific incidents in an
attempt to express the sentiments of the times and to place into context the social
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structure of the era. As the stories of the women in this study unfold, how they
viewed themselves and are viewed by others are conveyed in one of the identifying
terms above. In addition, to maintain a sense of historical balance, information
pertaining to the Reconstruction, post-Jim Crow, and Civil Rights eras are used to
provide a backdrop for understanding the disposition of the American society.
I chose to examine the contributions made by Ida B. Wells-Bamett and Mary
Church Terrell to the American society generally and to the African-American
community specifically because I believe that over time the stories and acts of
heroism among African-American women have become lost and obscure in the belly
of /z/itory. To honor those who have gone before and to inspire those who follow, we




' Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought. Knowledge, Consciousness, and the
Politics of Empowerment, Perspectives on Gender, vol. 2 (New York and London;
Routledge, 1991), 69.
^ Ibid.
^ Ibid., xiv, 225-226.
CHAPTER TWO
Discerning Our Standpoint:
African-American Women As “Subject”
African-American women have continuously emerged as pivotal
spokespersons and leaders in this country. Many of these women have come to the
forefront of American social, political and educational arenas because of their
contempt for the injustices and inequalities faced by members of the African-
American race in the United States. Often, to do so, African-American women faced
obstacles that have tested their courage and perseverance. This thesis explores the
relevance and impact of the positions taken by Ida B. Wells-Bamett and Mary Eliza
Church Terrell to break through injustices and inequalities faced by their people.'
This research hypothesizes that during the post-Reconstruction and Jim Crow eras, the
ultimate goal of many African-American women, including Ida B. Wells-Barnett and
Mary Church Terrell, was to provide a better standard of living for African-Americans
by employing the common ideology of uplift. Uplift signified raising the standards of
the race to debunk any and all negative images and combat poor living conditions.
Irrespective of socio-economic class, women were inextricably bound together by
race as well as gender discriminations. This reality became the core of organizing




The methodology of discerning our standpoint allows for the work of
African-American women to be central to the analysis of their experiences.
Standpoint is a self-definition which, according to Black Feminist Thought by Patricia
Hill Collins, “enabled Black women to use African-derived concept of self and
community to resist negative evaluations of Black womanhood advanced by dominant
groups.”^ While viewing the lives of Wells-Bamett and Terrell as central to the
analysis of the social construct of “woman” and “race,” there must be a process of
deconstruction in an attempt to remove all stereotypes, negative images, and false
perceptions.
Wells-Barnett and Terrell exemplified fortitude through stamina, endurance,
and strength, which enabled them to encounter danger and to bear suffering and
disappointment with poise and courage. Identifying these characteristics is crucial in
understanding their respective private and public achievements. Frequently, women
of color have put aside self-interest and placed the needs of their race first in their
attempts to bring about a leveled playing field between the minority and dominant
races in the United States. Notwithstanding differences in philosophies and
approaches, through their steadfastness, determination, boldness, and firmness,
Wells-Bamett and Terrell were resolute in their desire to advance the
African-American race. While revisiting the lives of Ida B. Wells-Bamett and Mary
Church Terrell and making their standpoint central to the analysis, the process of
deconstructing the socially defined terms “woman” and “race” begins to chip away at
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the myths about African-American women. Collins uses Sojourner Truth as an
example of an African-American woman who dared to deconstruct “woman:”
Sojourner Truth exposes the concept of woman as being culturally
constructed by using the contradictions between her life as an African-
American woman and the qualities ascribed to women. . . . Rather than
accepting the existing assumptions about what a woman was and then
trying to prove that she fit the standards, Truth challenged the very
standards themselves. Her actions demonstrate the process of
deconstruction—namely, exposing a concept as ideological or culturally
constructed rather than as natural or a simple reflection of reality.''
The socially constructed term “woman” was defined as a White female who
operated within the private sphere of the home. As this research is conducted the term
“woman” becomes more inclusive and is defined as one who is not only White, but of
color, and operates within both the private and public spheres. The socially
constructed term “race” is often viewed in terms of the superior White race and the
inferior Black race. Deconstruction of this term lends the researcher an opportunity to
bring balance and equality to the equation. By taking this approach, there are no
superior or inferior categories in this research. However, notwithstanding the reality
of race relations and gender biases during the time period being examined, this
process of redefining the terms “woman” and “race” helps to remove any barriers
which would hinder the truth from being discovered. Since the ultimate goal of any
researcher is to find the truth, by removing negative stereotypes associated with such
images as mammies, sapphires, and other controlling images, a window of objectivity
is opened to the researcher. In traditional literature, mammies were seen as asexual.
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while sapphires were viewed as sexually loose. These inferior images, along with
more modem day stereotypes, are used as tools of oppression. Collins contends that:
Portraying African-American women as stereotypical mammies,
matriarchs, welfare recipients, and hot mommas has been essential to the
political economy of domination fostering Black women’s oppression.
Challenging these controlling images has long been a core theme in Black
feminist thought.^
Because these images portray African-American women in such a negative fashion,
the importance of African-American women defining their own womanhood is crucial
to their empowerment. We must permit African-American women to define
themselves. In this research I view Wells-Barnett and Terrell as they viewed
themselves. They are not objectified, and their stories are presented from their
standpoint.
During the middle to late nineteenth century African-American women like Ida
B. Wells and Mary Church Terrell were faced with many obstacles that kept them
from total inclusion into the American society and the Black community. The
obstacles were apparent and one could not misinterpret the racist and sexist
constraints. In addition, class played a role in the exclusion of some African-
American women within their communities. Upon arriving in Memphis, Tennessee,
in 1889 Wells worked as a teacher to support her siblings. As Wells became a
successful journalist, businesswoman and activist she began to emerge as one of the
elite within the Memphis African-American community. Mary Church Terrell, on the
other hand, was bom into a family of privilege. During Reconstmction and the post-
Reconstmction era, the Church family’s wealth afforded Mary Church privileges that
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were atypical of the African-American experience, such as studying abroad in Europe.
Moreover, the Churchs enjoyed a better standard of living than many of their White
neighbors. As the lives of Church and Wells began to intersect around common
interests, their relationship, however strained, placed them at the core of a small circle
of Black elite throughout the nation. Social and political issues, such as lynching and
disfranchisement, became issues of common concern. These issues contributed to the
oppressive conditions in which the majority of the Black community was forced to
live. As individuals and members of various groups. Wells and Terrell participated in
activities that placed the spotlight on the inhumanity and injustices faced by their
race.^
Like Wells and Terrell, many other middle-class women of color throughout
the United States sought ways in which to elevate the race. Obtaining an education
provided African-American women with a tool to confront the evils of social,
institutional, economical and political racism. They understood the power of
education and built institutions to educate others. Besides education, grassroots
mobilization and non-traditional political activism were also used to inform, empower
and elevate the race. These women worked diligently to improve the standards of the
Black community. It was their goal to raise the standards of the entire nation, which
would cultivate a racially tolerable and equitable society.
This thesis will substantiate the supposition that while African-American
women suffered greatly in America under social and legal attacks, their desire for
justice and their persistent fight against racism stemmed from their unyielding concern
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for the dire circumstances of African-American people. Further, in spite of the fact
that African-American women were frequently targeted and made to suffer
humiliation through racial discrimination and gender biases, they nonetheless
managed to raise the level of consciousness and effect social change. Their
contributions were pivotal in the elevation of the African-American race. These
women contributed to shaping a new foundation for the African-American
community, while at the same time contributing to building a more tolerable and fair
American society.^
The same love and commitment these women demonstrated for the African-
American community, and humanity as a whole, are the foundation upon which
African-American women have historically attempted to confront social, economic,
and political discriminations. The mobilization of African-American women has
manifested itself in ways that necessitated that these women frequently stepped
outside the traditional roles prescribed for “women” in their efforts to defend, not only
Black womanhood, but the race as a whole. This thesis examines the significance of
Wells and Terrell’s contributions to the advancement of the African-American race by
analyzing works which document their achievements as activists, educators, and
clubwomen. African-American women have traditionally gone the extra mile in order
to confront various issues of racism within a White supremacist and male dominated
structured society. Beginning in the Antebellum era and continuing thereafter,
through the fruits of their labor, women such as Maria Stewart, Sojourner Truth,
Harriet Tubman, Ida B. Wells-Bamett, Mary Church Terrell, Anna Julia Cooper,
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Nannie Helen Burroughs, Mary McLeod Bethune, and Fannie Lou Hamer, along with
many others, have exhibited the essence of fortitude and resolution.®
Methodology
Both primary and secondary sources are consulted to establish the validity of
post-Reconstruction Black women’s realities. Vis-a-vis their own words
Wells-Barnett and Terrell left documentation outlining the relevance of their work.
Their accomplishments provided the writer with empirical evidence to build upon the
theme of Black feminist thought. This evidence is crucial because biographies and
autobiographies can provide the critical tools for a fuller recovery of history. As
stated by Emile Townes in Womanist Justice, Womanist Hope, these works enable the
researcher to visualize society in a historical epoch:^
Ida B. Wells-Bamett’s autobiography. Crusade for Justice, is
representative of the various streams which embody the tradition of Black
women’s autobiographies. Her writing was tied intimately to life in the
community of African-Americans in the United States during the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. . . . Like any African-American
woman of her era, however, the writings and social reform work of Ida B.
Wells-Barnett cannot be fully appreciated without placing her in her
historical contexts.
A key theme in Black feminist thought is to revisit the history of African-American
women in order to empower other African-American women. Revisiting
Wells-Barnett and Terrell through their literature allows them to be seen for who they
were as significant figures in the struggle for justice and equality. Knowing and
understanding their history affirms and empowers other African-American women.
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Therefore, to reach this end, it is important to present their standpoint as
African-Americans, women, public servants, and achievers.
In conceptualizing the framework for this thesis many questions were raised.
They are key to an effort to reach a deeper understanding about the complex natures
of these women. The questions explored are: Why must we place the experiences of
African-American women at the center of analysis in our attempt to demarginalize the
importance of their experiences? What did it mean to be a woman of color like Wells
and Church during the Jim Crow era? What were the contributing factors that enabled
Wells and Terrell to be steadfast in their decisions to fight against lynching, Jim
Crowism, and disfranchisement? How did lynching impact their private and public
lives? What support systems, if any, aided these women? Support systems to be
explored include, but are not limited to, the family, school, church, and women’s
organizations. How did Ida B. Wells-Bamett and Mary Church Terrell differ in their
approaches to acquiring justice and equality? What commonalties did they share in
terms of uplift as a philosophy? Lastly, this research will also explore how their
struggles have created a more racially tolerant nation.
Wells-Bamett and Terrell’s involvement in the anti-lynching crusade, women
suffrage, social and political protest, civil rights activities, and grassroots
mobilization, not only as participants but as leaders, is a testament to the sufficiency
and importance of their contributions. Moreover, given the twin legacies of race and
gender discriminations, African-American women’s plights and triumphs can be
understood by analyzing their existence from a holistic view point. To achieve this
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end, I have chosen as a theoretical perspective a feminist standpoint by which to
assess the contributions of Ida B. Wells-Bamett and Mary Church Terrell.
Furthermore, the research assumes that the history of African-American women can
be beneficially informed by an interdisciplinary focus from African-American
Studies, Women’s Studies, and Political Science.
Black Feminist Thought as a Paradigm
For Understanding And Studying
African-American Women
A major tenet of Black feminist thought stresses the relevancy of creating a
new paradigm to study and analyze oppressed people, specifically Black women. The
ideological precepts of Black feminist thought form a paradigm which seeks to better
understand and examine African-American women and their relationships to the
American dominant society and the African-American community. Notable feminist
scholars such as bell hooks, Patricia Collins, and Beverly Guy-Sheftall are proponents
of a Black feminist approach which places African-American women’s experiences at
the center of inquiry." This approach allows for the demarginalization of their
contributions to the American society. The question arises as to why it is critical to
make African-American women’s experiences central to the studies of
African-American people and women. According to Collins, the answer is found
when we understand that:
The suppression of the knowledge produced by any oppressed group
makes it easier for dominant groups to rule because the seeming absence
of an independent consciousness in the oppressed can be taken to mean
that subordinate groups willingly collaborate in their own victimization.
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Therefore, maintaining the invisibility of Black women and their ideas is
critical in structuring patterned relations of race, gender, and class
inequality that pervade the entire social structure.'^
Although Black women’s experiences within the American dominant society
are not homologous, the key element within Black feminist thought that forges an
allegiance among Black women is the concept of struggle. Katie Cannon observes,
“Throughout the history of the United States, the interrelationship of White
supremacy and male superiority has characterized the Black woman’s reality as a
situation of struggle.”'^ Struggle manifests itself within the lives ofAfrican-American
women whereby they are caught between the dichotomy of being a part of, yet at the
same time absent from the mainstream of American life. African-American women
have been absent from the agendas of White feminist theorists and the agendas of
male-dominated African-American political and social platforms. The history of the
duality of gender and racial biases initiated against African-American women laid the
foundation for the development of Black feminist thought.''*
Black feminist thought encompasses theoretical interpretations of Black
women’s reality by those who live it. The reality of the social and political inequities
experienced by Blacks fueled Wells-Bamett and Terrell’s commitment to produce
venues through which they could best serve the needs of the African-American
communities. Their personal experiences became their political agendas. Their work
was facilitated largely through grassroots activism. Some of these grassroots
activities involved the African-American church and the Black women’s club
movement which produced national organizations. Although African-American
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women had been forming self-help organizations as early as the 1790’s, the primary
difference in the 1890’s was that the vast majority of these organizations were being
formed outside the confines of the church. The Colored Women’s League,
established in 1892 in Washington, D.C. to “raise the standard of their group,” was an
example of such a secular group.’^ The League’s first endeavor was to create a small
night school with a curriculum covering a variety of subjects.'^ After a testimonial
given in honor of Ida B. Wells, the Boston Woman’s Era Club was formed in 1893.
“In drawing together groups from three states, the Wells testimonial made clear that
the seeds of organized reform at the national level were firmly rooted.”The Boston
Woman’s Era Club produced the first magazine published by African-American
women. The Woman’s Era magazine printed articles submitted by African-American
women from many different clubs. The magazine “became a primary vehicle for
messages of political and social reform.”'^ In 1895 the Federation of Afro-American
Women was formed. On July 21, 1896, the National Colored Women’s League and
the National Federation of Afro-American Women joined to form the National
Association of Colored Women with Mary Church Terrell as its first president.
Grassroots organizations such as these clubs are primary examples of the
impact non-traditional political organizations can have on the social outlook of a
society. Such organizations were instrumental in regenerating and uplifting the race.
Many clubs established kindergartens and nurseries. Mary Church Terrell in the
article “Club Work of Colored Women” highlighted key contributions of the various
clubs. The Phyllis Wheatley Club ofNew Orleans started a sanitarium with a training
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school for nurses. It had “proved itself to be such a blessing to the entire community,
that the municipal government of that Southern city has voted it an annual
appropriation of several hundred dollars.”'^ Not only did the clubs recognized that
they had to meet the needs of the children, but at the other end of the spectrum, they
were concerned about the aged. Terrell cites that one club in Memphis had purchased
a large tract of land to build an Old Folks’ Home.^° Chicago clubwoman, Fannie
Barrier Williams rendered the following appraisal of the club activity of Black
women:
The club movement among colored women reaches into the sub-social
condition of the entire race. . . . Among colored women the club is the
effort of the few competent in behalf of the many incompetent; that is to
say that the club is only one of many means for the social uplift of the
race.^'
Ida B. Wells and Mary Church Terrell were an integral part of the club movement.
They practiced what they preached. Not only did they speak against the degenerated
social and political conditions of the Black community and women, but they acted on
and reacted to these issues. Wells and Terrell were among the growing group of
Black intellectuals.
Black feminist thought embraces the idea of the Black woman intellectual as
key to understanding the history of African-American women. Intellectual work is
having our ideas matter, and, among Black women, has fostered Black women’s
resistance and activism. Collins asserts “Black women intellectuals have laid a vital
analytical foundation for a distinctive standpoint on self, community and society, and
in doing so created a Black women’s intellectual tradition.”^^ The work of most
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Black women intellectuals is influenced by the merger and co-existence of action and
theoryCollins maintains that, “the activities of nineteenth-century Black women
intellectuals such as Anna J. Cooper, Frances E. W. Harper, Ida B. Wells, and Mary
Church Terrell exemplify this tradition of merging intellectual work and activism.”^''
This merger is clearly observed when we see how these women moved from their
knowledge that universal suffrage was critical to the social, economic and political
uplift of their race to actualizing their belief and organizing, lobbying and mobilizing
their communities to support universal suffrage. Collins shows the interconnection of
this combination in the following quote, “These women both produced analyses of
Black women’s oppression and worked to eliminate that oppression. The Black
women’s club movement they created was both an activist and an intellectual
endeavor.”^^
It can be argued that had not Wells and Terrell championed human, civil and
women’s rights, which fused analysis and activism, the conditions and circumstances
of the African-American race would have further deteriorated. A micro-view of this
supposition is explored by presenting the political and social undertakings of Ida B.
Wells-Bamett and Mary Church Terrell. Their activities are key examples of how
thought and action work together. In order to bring about change, these women
fought and protested against the inhumane way in which African-Americans were
treated. Although African-Americans were viewed as second-class citizens, I contend
that Black women existed and operated within a third-class status citizenship. Not
only did they endure institutional racism from both White men and women, but as
20
women they endured discrimination within their own communities. Sexism and the
need for Black men to appropriate power played roles in the oppression of Black
women. Needless to say, this underlying cause of discrimination against Black
women became almost invisible in the African-American community. In spite of the
obstacles, there were those few women who took on the cause of African-American
women’s rights within their communities. It is ironic to note that many of these
battles took place in the church. When we later analyze the rhetoric and action of
Anna Julia Cooper and Nannie Helen Burroughs one will begin to understand the
nature of the oppression women faced within the African-American community.
Black feminist thought encourages Black women to take a stand against
objectification. The paradigm rebukes social constructs used to oppress and suppress
Black women’s voices. Such constructs lead to the exploitation of Black women and
the denial of rights and privileges to Black women afforded all others. Therefore,
separate or combined, constructs of objectification help to create negative imagery of
African-American women and have kept their stories at the margins of history.^^ For
the purpose of this thesis, I chose the tenets of Black feminist thought as the most
appropriate tools to best analyze the contributions ofAfrican-American women.
Literature Review
The following primary sources serve as the foundation of this thesis: The
Memphis Diary of Ida B. Wells, Crusade for Justice an Autobiography of Ida B.
Wells-Barnett, edited by Afreda M. Duster, and A Colored Woman in a White World,
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an autobiography by Mary Church Terrell. As autobiographical works, these accounts
provide the essence and philosophies of each woman. These works chronicle and
reveal the day-to-day lives, and the achievements of the key subjects. One tenet of
Black feminist thought rests on the analysis of the day-to-day experiences in order to
create a clear understanding of Black women’s standpoint.^^ These autobiographies
provide insight into the lives of Terrell and Wells-Bamett, as well as offer general
insight into the lives of African-American people during their era. In addition,
speeches, letters, women’s organizational records, newspaper articles, and other
materials written by or about Wells-Barnett and Terrell were consulted and utilized to
construct a historically based account of their activities.
The depiction of their lives as disclosed in the autobiographies of Ida B.
Wells-Bamett and Mary Eliza Church Terrell parallels to the plight of the
African-American as revealed in the writings of C. Van Woodward, Rayford W.
Logan and other historians. Parallels can be drawn from A Colored Woman In A
White World', Crusade For Justice, The Autobiography of Ida B. Wells', and The
Memphis Diary of Ida B. Wells to place in context the circumstance of Black people
between the late nineteenth century and the early twentieth century. A historically
based perspective of the countless accounts ofmistreatment of Blacks and the horrific
experiences ofAfrican-American women is revealed in the autobiographical works of
Wells and Terrell.
In Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of
Empowerment, Patricia Hill Collins offers insight into a paradigm through which the
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experiences of African-American women can best be researched. According to
Collins:
Black feminist thought consists of theories or specialized thought
produced by African-American women intellectuals designed to express a
Black woman’s standpoint. This specialized thought should aim to infuse
Black women’s experiences and everyday thought with new meaning by
rearticulating the interdependence of Black women’s experiences and
consciousness. Black feminist thought is ofAfrican-American women in
that it taps the multiple relationships among Black women needed to
produce a self-defined Black women’s standpoint. Black feminist thought
is for Black women in that it empowers Black women for political
activism. (Italics in the original.)^*
The catalyst for empowerment is in presenting Black feminist thought as an apparatus
for reclaiming, redefining, reinterpreting and rearticulating African-American
women’s experiences in relation to their position within the American society. For
many researchers like myself, this work has taken on significant meaning. This is
what the study ofBlack women is all about.
Black women’s history and Black women’s studies have emerged over the past
three decades as important fields of study. According to Beverly Guy-Sheftall in her
article “Black Women’s Studies: The Interface of Women’s Studies and Black
Studies,” the field of Black Women’s Studies “arose in part because of the failure of
Black and Women’s Studies to address adequately the unique experiences of Black
women in America and throughout the world.”^'’ The following quote, as articulated
by three Black Studies scholars, Gloria T. Hull, Patricia Bell Scott and Barbara Smith
in All the Women Are White, All the Blacks Are Men, But Some of Us Are Brave:
Black Women’s Studies, explains the reason why this discipline was vital:
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Women’s studies courses . .. focused almost exclusively upon the lives of
white women. Black studies, which was much too often male-dominated,
also ignored Black women. . . . Because of white women’s racism and
Black men’s sexism, there was no room in either area for a serious
consideration of the lives of Black women. And even when they have
considered Black women, white women usually have not had the capacity
to analyze racial politics and Black culture, and Black men have remained
blind or resistant to the implications of sexual politics in Black women’s
lives. . . . Because we are so oppressed as Black women, every aspect of
our fight for freedom, including teaching and writing about ourselves,
must in some way further our liberation.^’
As Black Women’s history has developed and evolved, key texts have been
pivotal in legitimizing the field of study and authenticating Black women’s history as
a credible field of study. Daring to rewrite history in 1970, Toni Cade edited The
Black Woman: An Anthology?^ The anthology debunks myths of the Black matriarch,
studies Black women’s history and creates a global connection among women of
color. In 1972 Gerda Lemer published a documentary history Black Women in White
America that underscored the importance of treating the experiences of
•j-j
Afro-American women as distinct from those of White women and Black men. In
1978 the first scholarly collection of essays about African American women’s lives
was presented in The Afro-American Woman: Struggles and Images, edited by Sharon
Harley and Rosalyn Terborg-Penn.^'' This publication marked the beginning of a new
field of intellectual scholarship—Black women’s history. This compilation focused on
bringing the experiences of Black women to center stage, exploring our lives within
the context of racism and sexism in American history and culture. Ain’t IA Woman:
Black Women and Feminism, written by bell hooks in 1981, examines the complexity
of Black womanhood from the perspectives of Black women themselves, hooks
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asserts that contemporary African-American women do not recognize “womanhood”
as an important aspect of their identity, nor do they see sexism as oppressive as
racism. She further contends that “nineteenth century black women were more aware
of sexist oppression than any other female group in American society has ever
been.”^^
Gerda Lerner, bell hooks, Sharon Harley and Rosalyn Terborg-Penn, in their
works previously cited, also reconceptualize the theoretical constructs through which
African-American women were viewed. A major conceptual framework for studying
American women has been provided by feminist scholars who, using women as a
minority group model, see women mainly in terms of their oppression and their
struggles to overcome it. Harley, Terborg-Penn and the other contributors to The
Afro-American Woman: Struggles and Images brought the experiences of Black
women from margin to center. They took a Black nationalist feminist position and
revealed how racism stood as the primary obstacle in the way of African-American
women’s achievements.^^ In addition, the contributors viewed Black women’s lives
and activities from a perspective inside the African-American communities, looking
out, rather than as outsiders looking in.
In reconceptualizing the approach to analyzing the experiences of
African-American women, other scholars have produced key texts which many
consider to be classics. Women, Race & Class, by Angela Y. Davis gives an historical
chronological overview of the challenges and obstacles faced by Black women from
slavery through the 1970’s.^^ Within this context Davis shows how race and class are
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interconnected and interdepedent in the subjugation of African-American women.
Nonetheless, she documents that in spite of such oppositions, African-American
women endeavored to overcome boundaries of racism and classism. Davis achieves
this end in her documentation of African-American women’s contribution to the
women’s movement. Paula Giddings offered in 1981 When and Where I Enter: The
Impact ofBlack Women on Race and Sex in America where she attempts to strike a
balance between the subjective and the objective. A core theme of Giddings’ text
“is how Black women transcended double discrimination—and the price they were
forced to pay for that achievement.”^^
Along with the efforts of the many scholars mentioned to demarginalize and
document the lives of African-American women, other works have emerged to
preserve the history of African-American women. One significant work edited by
Darlene Clark Hine, in collaboration with Elsa Barkley Brown and Rosalyn
Terborg-Penn, is the Black Women in America: An Historical Encyclopedia published
in 1993. This work is 1,530 pages long and is divided into two volumes. Hine states
in her article “The Making of Black Women In America: An Historical Encyclopedia’'^
in U.S. History as Women’s History New Feminist Essays, that there were three
pivotal questions that guided the huge compilation. Those questions were: 1) What is
the relationship between Black women and the Black community? 2) What is the
relationship between Black women and the institutions in the community that ensures
the survival and progress of Black people? 3) How have these relationships changed
over time as reflected in differing gender roles and expectations?'‘° Hine suggests that
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these questions resulted from the work of Black women historians who were
becoming increasingly attentive to questions about the inner lives of Black women
and the ways in which interior consciousness intersects with and is shaped by external
community needs/' In evaluating the worth of the project, Darlene Clark Mine writes
that:
The encyclopedia has ushered in a new meaning system grounded in the
intersectional analysis of the historical constructions of race, gender, and
class. At a minimum, the historical profession must now take action to
end the exclusion, distortion, and marginalization of black women."*^
Other secondary materials are utilized to construct a historical perspective of
the time period. Such examples of sources consulted are The Strange Career ofJim
Crow and The Betrayal of the Negro. The Strange Career ofJim Crow, by C. Vann
Woodward, focuses on the history of segregation and does not attempt to create a
construct for all types of racial discrimination and injustices. Segregation is viewed in
terms of physical distance, and not social conditions.''^ The book takes an in-depth
look at the rise of Jim Crowism in the South. Woodward writes that he is convinced
that the law has a special importance in the history of segregation, and that the
emphasis on legal history is justified.'''' Segregation often anticipated and frequently
exceeded the law. Laws sometime merely sanctioned conditions that had become
systematically practiced and commonplace. Both Wells and Terrell were adamant in
their opposition to the Jim Crow system and spoke out against the dehumanizing
plight of all Black people.
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Similar to the Woodward book, Rayford W. Logan in The Betrayal of the
Negro: From Rutherford B. Hayes to Woodrow Wilson refers to the last quarter of the
nineteenth century as the dark ages of recent American history. As found in
Woodward’s book, The Betrayal of the Negro emphasizes the question of the Black
people and that America’s problem was determining the place of Blacks within the
dominant society. The text focuses on the post-Reconstruction experiences of
African-Americans and notes that the virtual abandonment of southern Blacks by both
political parties was made obvious in their 1880 platforms. The United States
Supreme Court declared in 1883 that the Civil Rights Act of 1875 was
unconstitutional. This was pivotal because the Act had mandated racial equality in the
use of public accommodations. Logan writes “that the last decade of the nineteenth
century and the opening of the twentieth century marked the nadir of the Negro’s
status in American society.”'*^
According to Logan, African-Americans were indeed betrayed by the
American society. Lynching had become a widely used punishment to control
African-Americans. Between the years 1901 and 1910, 754 African-Americans were
lynched. Further, between 1889 and 1899 approximately 82 percent of all lynchings
took place in the South. As this form of race control began to rise, by the first decade
of the twentieth century, 91 percent of all lynchings occurred in the South. Logan
cites Ida B. Wells-Bamett as the most prominent African-American clubwoman of the
era in the fight against lynching."^^
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Summary
This chapter argues that Black women’s standpoint should be at the center of
analysis to better understand Black women’s experiences, contributions and
significance. Noted scholars explain that Women’s Studies and African-American
Studies are inadequate in interpreting the complete lives of African-American women.
The remainder of this research will continue to use Black feminist thought as a
framework and an investigative tool into the social and political endeavors of Ida B.
Wells-Barnett and Mary Church Terrell. This is accomplished through examinations
of the anti-lynching crusade, the rise of the Black women’s club movement, and the
participation of African-American women in the suffrage movement. The research
shows the connectedness and significance of the impact Wells-Barnett and Terrell’s
work had on the early civil rights movement. In presenting Ida B. Wells-Barnett and
Mary Church Terrell from a Black woman’s standpoint, the ultimate aim is to offer a
piece of worthy scholarship, while simultaneously invoking a greater public interest
and awareness concerning the invaluable contributions of African-American women
to this society. This objective creates a blending of African-American Studies,
Women’s Studies and Political Science in an effort to bridge the gap that has kept
these studies distinct and separate as they relate to the study of African-American
women.
Although there have been many studies conducted about women in general,
specific individual women, and women in relation to specific fields or events,
unfortunately, many of these studies do not include Black women. The importance of
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the contributions of a vast number of African-American women leaders to the
American society has been obscured or misrepresented in the pages of many
mainstream scholarly works. The experiences of Black women have been
marginalized and kept at the periphery in relation to the experiences of others. The
core of Black feminist thought is the interpretation of Black women’s experiences
through theories created by African-American women which clarify their standpoint."^’
This produces a new angle of vision on feminist and African-American concerns."**
Although African-American women have been systematically discriminated
against based on their gender and race, they have nonetheless prevailed and have left a
rich legacy as a testimony to their labors. During the past two decades Wells-Bamett
and Terrell are among a small group of women whose achievements have been given
some attention by contemporary African-American scholars. The recent recognition
of their essential roles in bringing about a more tolerable and equitable socio-political
environment is one indication that the contributions of these and other women can no
longer be marginalized. Essential in preserving the long standing Black women’s
intellectual tradition, Collins put forth that this tradition must be reclaimed, and
“Black women academicians’ positions as outsiders within fosters this reclamation
process.”"*^ To be an outsider within places African-American women in a position to
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Ida B. Wells And
Mary E. Church Terrell
While I was thus carrying on the work of my newspaper, happy in the
thought that our influence was helpful and that I was doing the work I
loved and had proved that I could make a living out of it, there came the
lynching in Memphis which changed the whole course ofmy life.
Duster, Crusade for Justice: The Autobiography ofIda B. Wells
I had read of such lynchings before and had been deeply stirred by them.
A normal human being is always shocked when he reads that a man or a
woman has been burned at the stake or shot to death, whether he is
acquainted with the victim or not. But when a woman has been closely
associated with the victim of the mob from childhood and knows him to be
above reproach, the horror and anguish which rend her heart are
indescribable.
Terrell, A Colored Woman in a White World
Lynching: A Catalyst for Change
The lynching of three Black businessmen in an area of Memphis, Tennessee,
called the Curve was a pivotal event in the life of Ida Bell Wells.' The incident
occurred on March 9, 1892, and was the determining factor that launched her
one-woman crusade for justice. This inhumane act altered the life work ofWells, and
pushed her to fight against the oppression of the African-American race. The
seriousness of the “crime” astonished the Memphis Negro community, and they
reacted to the slayings immediately. This social concern became an urgent agenda
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item among the African-American people. Ida B. Wells’ reaction to the atrocity was
instantaneous and militant. Through her work she helped to mobilize and change the
passivity that had characterized the Black community before the lynching. As
co-owner of the Free Speech, a Memphis newspaper, Wells began writing articles
denouncing the crime and encouraging the Black populace of Memphis to leave the
city and boycott White-owned businesses. She applied her skills as a journalist and
activist to campaign against lynching and to provide her readers with empirical
research regarding the seriousness of the issue. Out of Wells’ contempt for the blatant
disregard for African-American life, the anti-lynching campaign and crusade were
bom. Ida B. Wells pioneered the fight against lynching, and although to no avail, she
also lobbied for passage of federal anti-lynching legislation.^
The impact of the lynching at the Curve was personal to Ida B. Wells, as she
was a friend of one of the bmtalized victims, Tom Moss. Moss along with the two
other Curve victims, Calvin McDowell and Henry Stewart, were lynched primarily
because they were colored men who owned the People’s Grocery Company, which
was in direct competition with a store owned by W. H. Barrett, a White man.^ Ida B.
Wells, though a woman not easily known to make friends, had become good friends
with Tom Moss and his wife Betty. In her autobiography. Wells refers to Moss as
Tommie. “Everybody in town knew and loved Tommie,” according to Wells.'* She
explained that Tommie had acquired funds for his part of the investment in the
People’s Grocery Company from his savings from his former occupation.^ Moss, a
mail carrier for years, saw Wells daily when delivering mail to her office. As a result
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their friendship grew. Through Wells’ friendship with Tommie and Betty Moss, she
became their daughter’s godmother. At the time of the lynching Wells was not in
Memphis, but was away traveling in Natchez, Mississippi. Tom Moss had been buried
before she could return home.^
The prelude to the lynching began with a quarrel over a marble game and lead
to a fight between a Black and White boy. The African-American youth won the
fight, and the father of the White boy decided to beat the Black boy. This incident
lead to a confrontation between the boys’ fathers and their associates. The situation
escalated tensions between the African-American owners of the People’s Grocery
Company and their White competitor’s establishment. Although specific details of
what occurred are sketchy, what can be determined is that the local judicial system
intervened. The issue was settled with a dismissal by the court and an assessment of
fines. The incident was indicative of the social climate of the times, and ultimately led
to the vicious lynchings of Moss, McDowell and Stewart. Recognizing that the
incident was escalating and fearing that White men were going to retaliate. Moss,
McDowell and Stewart consulted with an attorney and were told that since their store
laid outside the city limits and beyond police protection they would be justified in
protecting themselves if attacked.’
Regrettably, their fears were realized. The attack on the People’s Grocery
Company took place on Saturday night, March 6, 1892. The owners had anticipated a
reprisal, and along with other African-American men of the community, had armed
themselves in preparation of a “surprise” attack. It was approximately 10:00 p.m.
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when shots were fired from the back of the grocery store. Chaos prevailed while
gunfire was being exchanged. When it was all over three of the White assailants were
wounded. The remainder of the mob fled the scene. The next morning White-owned
newspapers distorted the truth surrounding the events of the previous night.^ Wells
gave the following account of such an interpretation of the facts:
Sunday morning’s paper came out with lurid headlines telling how officers
of the law had been wounded while in the discharge of their duties,
hunting up criminals whom they had been told were harbored in the
People’s Grocery Company, this being “a low dive in which drinking and
gambling were carried on: a resort of thieves and thugs.”^
The proprietors of the People’s Grocery Company were arrested and jailed,
pending the news of the conditions of the wounded White men. To ensure the men’s
safety, the African-American men kept watch over the jail. In spite of the political
gains experience by the Black community in Memphis, they still were apprehensive
about the mounting tensions. Wells gave the following account of the
accomplishments achieved by African-Americans in Memphis:
Many of them were in business there. Several times they had elected a
member of their race to represent them in the legislature in Nashville.
And a Negro, Lymus Wallace, had been elected several times as a member
of the city council and we had had representation on the school board
several times.
Although there had been no lynchings in Memphis since the Civil War, the Black
community felt anything was possible.'' The news came that the White men’s
conditions were improving, and that there would be no fatalities. With this
announcement, the African-American vigil surrounding the jail dispersed. Later that
night while Moss, McDowell and Stewart slept in their cells, they were dragged from
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the jail by a mob of White men. According to Wells, “The black men were loaded on
a switch engine of the railroad which ran back of the jail, carried a mile north of the
city limits and horribly shot to death.”'^
Considering race relations of the era and the social status of
African-Americans, we can deduce that the lynching was about more than a fight
between a White boy and a Black boy. It was bigger than the shooting and wounding
of White men. The evidence suggests that the lynching of Moss, McDowell and
Stewart revealed a determination to maintain White supremacy in its rawest form.
Wells wrote “Thus, with the aid of the city and county authorities and the daily
papers, that White grocer had indeed put an end to his rival Negro grocer as well as to
his business.”'^ The Black populace ofMemphis was outraged. They convened at the
Curve in front of the People’s Grocery Company to express their feelings. Eager to
defuse speculative retribution, a judge issued an order to the sheriff to “shoot down on
sight any Negro who appears to be making trouble.”'"^ With such an open invitation to
violence, mobs of White men took to the streets in search of any trouble making
Negroes. Wells observed:
The only reason hundreds of Negroes were not killed on that day by the
mobs was because of the forbearance of the colored men. They realized
their helplessness and submitted to outrages and insults for the sake of
those depending upon them.'^
The lynching incident at the Curve reveals that African-American people were
hostage to a very cruel, hostile and barbaric society. The Moss, McDowell and
Stewart lynchings revealed a society so consumed with racial animosity and fear, that
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Negroes were branded as savages and inferior in order to justify White hatred.
Dominance and control were key factors in determining to what extent the Negro race
remained in semi-bondage. Black women like their men were also victims of this
dogmatic society, yet in the midst of the oppressive system, they stood up along with
their men and took on the challenge for their race. Lifting as they climbed
mountainous obstacles. Black women became instrumental in bringing about
significant changes through protest and legislative efforts. The accounts of their
efforts are empirical testimonies to the heights climbed in the interest of the elevation
of the Negro race.
Upon his death it is said that Moss’ last words were “tell my people to go
West—^there is no justice for them here.”'^ The last words spoken by Moss coupled
with an article in the Free Speech written by Ida B. Wells lead to a great exodus of the
Black populace from Memphis, Tennessee.The article was printed the week of the
lynching and it read:
The city of Memphis has demonstrated that neither character nor standing
avails the Negro if he dares to protect himself against the white man or
become his rival. There is nothing we can do about the lynching now, as
we are out-numbered and without arms. The white mob could help itself
to ammunition with pay, but the order was rigidly enforced against the
selling of guns to Negroes. There is therefore only one thing left that we
can do; save our money and leave a town which will neither protect our
lives and property, nor give us a fair trial in the courts, but takes us out and
murders us in cold blood when accused by white persons.'*
This article had a great impact on African-American people living in Memphis. With
her pen Ida B. Wells struck a blow against the oppressive racist society in which she
lived. As a widely respected journalist. Wells’ words were taken to heart by the
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beleaguered Black community. Wells also helped instigate a Black boycott of the
city’s trolleys, causing the transportation company to join the list of businesses
beginning to teeter on the edge of bankruptcy.'^ This strategic plan was crucial, for
Wells recognized and understood the economic power of the Black community.
Wells hoped to use her community’s economic clout to bring about change.
The African-American boycott crippled the Memphis economy, and White
owned businesses suffered greatly from the ramifications of the brutal lynchings. This
tight squeeze on the economy led officials of the City Railway Company to visit with
Wells at her office at the Free Speech?^ These officials had recognized the crippling
effects the boycott was having, and although it was not their intentions, they
acknowledged the power of the Black dollar on the stability of the Memphis economy.
Wells was approached in an attempt to persuade her to use her influence in
encouraging her community to begin riding the streetcars again. Of course, given her
tenacity, she refused to cooperate. She questioned the underlying intentions of the
railroad company and its motive for such a visit. She remarked to the visitors “So
your own job then depends on Negro patronage?”^' She clarified for her visitors the
reason for the boycott and pointed out the cause-effect relationship between the
lynching and boycott. After the meeting Wells returned to what she did best, writing
an article for the next issue of the Free Speech relaying the events surrounding the
meeting. She told the people “to keep up the good work.”^^ Over the weeks and
months after the lynchings, the African-American community in Memphis continued
the economic pressure. They sought this form of political participation in their efforts
41
in bringing about change. Boycotting proved a viable form of political activism.
Ultimately, there was a gradual exodus of African-Americans out of Memphis
heading west towards Oklahoma. Whole church congregations uprooted their
foundations and moved west.^^ As hundreds of Negroes departed from Memphis,
Wells continued her fight there in the wake of retaliatory measures.
In her autobiography. Wells wrote “I had bought a pistol the first thing after
Tom Moss was lynched.”^"^ The toting of a pistol by an African-American woman
was not a new phenomenon. In this instance a parallel can be drawn between Wells
and Harriet Tubman, the escaped slave and abolitionist, who also carried a gun.
Tubman understood it was necessary for self-protection and the protection of her
people from the brutalities of slave catchers. This action reveals the resolution of
many African-American women to forge ahead in the face of adversities at all costs.
Knowing death was at her back door, like her foremother Tubman, Wells persisted in
her actions to free her race from a cruel, racist, sexist and segregated society. Like
Tubman, Wells too had a bounty placed on her head. One can best understand Wells’
contention why she placed herself in danger for the greater goal of true emancipation
of her people by analyzing this statement:
I [Wells] felt that one had better die fighting against injustice than to die
like a dog or a rat in a trap. I had already determined to sell my life as
dearly as possible if attacked. I felt if I could take one lyncher with me,
this would even up the score a little bit.
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This spirit of fearlessness is the foundation of fortitude historically drawn upon by
those who endeavor to fight inequities. Wells’ philosophy was radical and attributed
to her militancy and quest for immediate change.
The lynching at the Curve was the primary catalyst, together with several other
disturbing racially motivated events, which initiated Ida. B. Wells’ one woman war
against the dehumanizing plight of the Black race. She recognized that lynching was
used as a tool to control the African-American community. The threat of terrorist
activities suppressed the political and social involvements of many Black people.
Fearing the idea of a unified and powerful entity among African-American people,
some White people in their efforts to maintain the status quo resorted to terrorism to
ensure the continued oppressive state of the Black community. Lynching was
characterized as the punishment handed down to those who were found guilty of
criminal acts, usually the alleged rape of a White woman. In her efforts to challenge
racism. Wells used her newspaper articles as a platform to espouse her philosophies.
She authored a few controversial articles questioning the virtue of White woman, and
debunked the myth of the Black rapist.^^
Wells worked as a co-owner and journalist of the Free Speech from 1889 until
1892. On May 27, 1892 Wells’ office was destroyed. An article in the New York Sun
reported:
A committee of leading citizens had gone to the office of the Free Speech
that night, run the business manager, J. L. Fleming, out of town, destroyed
the type and furnishings of the office, and left a note saying that anyone
trying to publish the paper again would be punished with death.^^
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Not only did Wells’ articles concerning the lynching at the Curve, and those attacking
the virtue of White woman encourage the destruction of her office, but the role she
played in organizing the boycott was also a contributing factor. It can be concluded
that this incident was a warning to Wells and was not an attempt on her life. The
office was destroyed while she was traveling north to New York for a pre-arranged
engagement. Nevertheless, after this occurrence, a bounty was place on Wells and she
was forced into exile.
Wells expressed her feelings concerning this devastating incident in her
autobiography by writing, “They had destroyed my paper, in which every dollar I had
in the world was invested. They had made me an exile and threatened my life for
hinting at the truth. I felt that I owed it to myself and my race to tell the whole
truth.”^^ At the advice of T. Thomas Fortune, one of the editors and owners of the
New York Age, Wells remained an exile from Memphis and assumed residency in
New York. There she took a position with Fortune’s newspaper, and continued her
fight against lynching and lynchers.In 1894 Wells took up residence in Chicago,
and a year later she married Ferdinand L. Barnett, an attorney and newspaper owner.
Years following their union, author Langston Hughes wrote of their marriage;
In 1895 Ida B. Wells married another crusader, a Chicago newspaper man,
Ferdinand L. Barnett, and together they continued their campaign for
equal rights for Negro Americans. They broadened their field of their
activities, too, to include every social problem of importance in the Windy
City where they lived.^'
Ida B. Wells’ friendship with Tommie Moss, and the loss of that friendship,
transformed her life. She could not stand by and watch as others, as innocent as Moss,
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be robbed of their lives. Her dedication crossed state lines. Wells always championed
the rights ofAfrican-American people and sought legislative actions against lynching.
Wells was not the only proponent of anti-lynching legislation, other prominent
African-Americans women such as Mary Church Terrell and Nannie H. Burroughs
also sought to bring about the eradication of lynching through legislative efforts.
Although justice was denied in the lynching at the Curve, Wells was still hopeful.
However, in 1898 in Anderson, South Carolina, a Black postmaster was lynched.
Wells was disappointed that the government failed to seize the opportunity to
prosecute the lynchers. Wells was faced with the harsh reality that it would be a long
road to procure anti-lynching legislations. She even took her protest and the citizens
of Chicago’s resolutions of denunciation against lynching before President McKinley.
She was accompanied by Senator William E. Mason, seven congressmen from the
Chicago district, and several leading citizens of Washington, D.C. President
McKinley assured her that “they had already placed some of the finest of their secret
service agents in the effort to discover and prosecute the lynchers of the black
postmaster.” That same year, “Congress declared war upon Spain and Congressman
Lorimer advised that it would be hopeless to expect any action now that all this
excitement was up.”^'* She expressed her determination to attack lynching through the
federal system. Wells was also dismayed with the Black people of Chicago when she
returned from Washington. From her perspective, the people had lost their
momentum and “the matter was never brought up again.”^^ Wells-Bamett was
disappointed and indicated that this was another “illustration of how our own people
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seem to stand in the way of any accomplishment of federal intervention against
lynching.”^^ Although it had been seven years between the lynching at the Curve and
the lynching of the postmaster, the war had yet to be won.
Like Wells, Mary Church Terrell also had long been a friend of Moss. They
had grown up together in Memphis and had developed a close relationship. He had
attended frequent social gatherings at the Church home over the years. Moss and his
family were guests at her wedding, presenting the bride and groom with a half-dozen
sterling silver oyster forks.Although Terrell had moved to Washington, D.C., she
still considered Moss her friend. While living there she learned of his lynching.
When the lynching occurred Mary Church Terrell was assuming her role as a
wife and expecting the arrival of her first child. After giving birth to her son, two days
later he died. Unfortunately, the Terrells suffered two additional miscarriages after
that pregnancy. These tragedies and their impact could never be erased from her mind.
Terrell had two choices. She could elect to become a victim of circumstance and let
these heart-wrenching events reduce her to nothingness, or she might decide, in the
wake of such personal tragedies, to tap into her inner strength and rise above the
feelings of victimization to become victor. It has been well documented that she
chose the latter of the two choices. Years after the incident at the Curve, Terrell
reflected upon the lynching of her friend Tom Moss and the death of her child. In this
reflection Terrell articulated the plight of some African-American women:
As I was grieving over the loss ofmy baby boy one day, it occurred to me
that under the circumstances it might be a blessed dispensation of
Providence that his precious life was not spared. The horror and
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resentment felt by the mother, coupled with the bitterness which filled her
soul, might have seriously affected the unborn child. Who can tell how
many desperadoes and murderers have been bom to colored mothers who
had been shocked and distracted before the birth of their babies by the
news that some relative or friend had been burned alive or shot to death by
a mob?^^
Terrell pondered the consequences of such exposures to unborn Black
children. Here she hypothesized that there was a correlation between the horrific
conditions of African-Americans and the rising number of hardened and criminally
bound Black people. She also theorized that these conditions were by-products
created by the dominant race’s prejudices and racism. The fate she saw for her people
was bleak, and she committed herself to bringing about a different reality.^^
As Mary Church Terrell embarked upon her mission, she used her connections
with prominent African-Americans to aid her in her cause. The first time Terrell
visited the White House to lobby on behalf of Black people she was accompanied by
Frederick Douglass, the great abolitionist and African-American leader. They went to
“urge President Benjamin Harrison to speak out boldly against the atrocity of
lynching” in an address before Congress.'*® Although texts consulted do not give an
exact time of this meeting, the writer concludes that it took place within months of the
Curve lynching. Douglass and Terrell used their political connections as a tool to
influence and effectuate change concerning the issue of lynching. Although the
President listened to Terrell and Douglass, he declined to address the issue in a public
forum.'*' Nonetheless, the very fact that President Harrison met with them speaks to
the importance these two people had outside their immediate communities. It is
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possible that Harrison recognized the prominence of Terrell and Douglass and
understood that although he did not intend to condemn lynching publicly, his meeting
was enough to pacify the African-American community for a while. This meeting
with the President would not be Terrell’s last with an American President. In addition
to meeting with Presidents, during the late 1890’s and into the early twentieth century,
Terrell appeared before committees in Congress on many occasions to urge passage of
the anti-lynching bill. On one such occasion the following transpired:
Mary Church Terrell was asked, ‘What effect do you think lynching will
have upon the white women of the South?’ ‘We all believe in heredity,’
she replied. ‘There is no escape from that. More than once white women
in the South have applied the torch to burn colored men to death. Those
women are being brutalized by the crimes in which they themselves
participate. Their children will undoubtedly inherit the brutal instinct
from their mothers and it will be more difficult to stop lynching on that
accounf'^^
In contrast to Wells’ journalistic approach, Mary Church Terrell sought
different methods to effect change concerning lynching. She recognized that this
crime was not only affecting the Black community, but the White community too.
Even though conditions for African-Americans were at best grave, Terrell was loyal
to and hopeful for her country. A year prior to the lynchings, she expressed her
feelings of patriotism when she finally made the decision to leave Europe after
studying there for three years. She wrote in her autobiography:
Then I turned around and looked again at the flag waving over the
American consulate in Berlin .... ‘It’s my country,’ I said indignantly. ‘I
have a perfect right to love it and I will. My African ancestors helped to
build and enrich it with their unrequited labor for nearly three hundred
years .... It has been cruel to us in the past and it is often unjust to us
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now, but it is my country after all,’ I said aloud, ‘and with all its faults I
love it still.
Terrell believed in her country but recognized the disservice it had rendered her
people. As a tool in bringing about the good life for her people, she recognized
lecturing as a transformative agency in creating such a reality.
Terrell believed that every opportunity to address schools, colleges or
universities about lynching should be seized. While living in Washington, D.C.
Terrell was asked by General Tremain of New York City to address this topic at a
meeting in Cooper Union, Washington, D.C.'*'* She wrote in her autobiography, “I
believed then as I do now that the only way to ‘solve the problem’ is to appeal to the
sense of justice in the White youth of the United States.”'*^ She came to embrace this
approach after she was manipulated into giving a speech in the Mid-West before a
group of four hundred White students at the Normal School in Milwaukee. After
delivering the impromptu speech, she was moved to discover that her words made an
impression on an audience she was not accustomed to addressing. As she pondered
the appropriate topic, she decided to relate briefly to the pupils the progress which
colored people had made, particularly the women, and then to appeal to their sense of
Justice."^^ She received letters thereafter from the students expressing a desire to
commit to the betterment of race relations. At this juncture Terrell discovered the
power of addressing young audiences of both races. Over the years that followed, she
continued addressing audiences at such institutions as her alma mater, Oberlin
College, along with Wellesley, Cornell University, and the Liberal Club at Harvard
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University. She was given the honor of being the first woman commencement
speaker at Fisk University. Since Washington, D.C. had become her home, she was
called upon by Howard University to speak to the student body on many occasions.
At one point she served on the faculty at Howard as a professor of conversational
French.^’
In addition to her numerous speeches, Terrell wrote several articles concerning
the issues faced by her race. Initially, she was less successful than Wells in publishing
articles concerning the state of the Negro race. She received compliments on her
writing style and some suggested that if she would write about matters other than the
race problem, her chances of being published would be more favorable.'** Terrell had
a yearning to bring dignity to the race, and to dispel all myths that had been written
about her people. She was outraged when an article by Thomas Nelson Page appeared
in the North American Review. Terrell described the article as “one of the most
scurrilous attacks upon the colored men of this country which has ever appeared in
print.”'*^ Her disgust triggered something within herself to be the voice for her race
and to tell the truth. She felt “I could not survive if something were not done to
correct the impressions that Mr. Page’s article had made.”^** After numerous failed
attempts by Terrell to persuade the editor of the paper, Mr. Munro, to have the other
side of the issue presented by an outstanding colored man, the editor finally agreed to
publish such an article. To her surprise, the assignment was given to her:
I wrote the article, which was one of the easiest tasks in that line I ever
attempted. For several years I had been keeping a scrap book, and all I
had to do was to turn to it and find concrete examples proving that the
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statements that innocent Negroes had never been lynched and that the
Negro was practically the only rapist in the country were absolutely
false.
In her autobiography, A Colored Woman in a White World, Terrell shared how
dedicated she was to her race and how passionate she was about eradicating the poor
conditions of her people. She expressed, “But my whole being was centered on the
conditions confronting my race, and I poured my very heart’s blood into efforts to
promote its welfare. It was impossible for me to write on anything which did not
concern the race.”^^ Terrell understood the complexity of the race problem, and she
yearned to bring it to the forefront of society through her writings. She recognized the
prejudice and oppressive nature of the dominant society’s press, and sought to give
voice to the Negro race by writing about their reality from their perspective. In the
following, she expressed her concerns regarding the above:
I soon discovered that there are few things more difficult than inducing an
editor of the average magazine to publish an article on the Race Problem,
unless it sets forth the point of view which is popularly and generally
accepted. Nobody wants to know a colored woman’s opinion about her
own status or that of her group. When she dares express it, no matter how
mild or tactful it may be, it is called “propaganda,” or is labeled
“controversial.” Those two words have come to have a very ominous
sound to me. I cannot escape them; they confront me everywhere I go.^^
Writing, lecturing and protesting were tools used by Terrell to promote
equality and the advancement of the African-American race. The lynching of her dear
friend Tom Moss, changed the life ofMary Church Terrell. As Terrell reflected in her
autobiography, she conveyed how her personal tragedy opened the door to her public
and political protest. She expressed:
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Years afterwards I marched through the streets of Washington in a silent
parade staged by colored people as a protest against continued lynching of
members of our race. This was an effort to influence Congress to pass the
Dyer anti-lynching bill. Not a band played. Not a sound of music was
heard. As I walked in silence up Pennsylvania Avenue, I thought of the
fine boy whom I knew as a girl, who had been brutally lynched when he
became a man. And I said to myself, there is at least one person in this
protest parade who understands personally exactly what it means.
Personal Becomes Political:
Feminist Thought Turned to Action
Both Ida B. Wells and Mary Church Terrell experienced the demoralizing,
callous, and brutal effects of lynching and turned their personal experiences into their
public and political pursuits. They moved beyond merely talking about the atrocity to
committing their lives to act on behalf of the victims of injustice. As discussed
previously, this is one of the tenets of Black feminist thought, whereby the subject
moves from theory to action. Lynching was a threat to the entire African-American
community. Ida B. Wells and Mary Church Terrell recognized this fact and began to
campaign to defuse its rise:
The real causes for lynching abide not with the colored man alone, but lie
deep down in the social ocean of the white man. The causes we see are
transient and are brought to the surface by agitation. The real ones, or
efficient causes, are natural and sociological rather than racial. The
efficient cause for lynching is the mob spirit, or the spirit of persecution,
which always existed among uncivilized people, or in proportion to their
civilization.^^
A concept of lynching that has helped to make its lawlessness more palatable
has been the notion of “frontier justice,” whereby punishment outside the law is
deemed a necessary, even appropriate, response in two situations.^^ The two
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situations are, “when law and order does not exist and when law and order does not
satisfy the needs of justice and can therefore be ‘rightly’ ignored.”^’ Unfortunately,
too many men, women and even children met their untimely fates at the hands of
those who basked in the ceremonial aspects of lynching which were tortuous, cruel,
barbaric and uncivilized. Evidence suggests that Jim Crow, the separation of the
races, played a role in creating this uncivilized state of affairs.
The maturing Jim Crow policies were designed not only to separate the races,
but to institutionalize a system of oppression and dehumanization. The failure of the
Republican Congress in 1891 to enact into law the Force Bill, which was drafted to
protect Black voters from harassment at the polls, symbolized the laissez-faire policy
of the federal government regarding Southern race relations.This was evident by
municipal park signs that declared, “No niggers and no dogs allowed.This racist
display was typical of the hostility that permeated the American society. According to
conventional wisdom of the era, in order for there to be a superior race, there must be
an inferior one. Understanding the relation and relevancy of the superior/inferior
dichotomy enables the core ideology of White supremacy to be exposed. In order for
White supremacist dogma to thrive, overt deeds of terrorism and dehumanization were
prevalent. No African-American man, woman or child was spared from these
terrorist attacks.
Gravely concerned about using lynching as a form of punishment, Ida B. Wells
used her journalistic gifts to write many essays about its atrocities. During the weeks
following the Curve lynchings. Wells began to look more closely at the rationalization
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for lynchings that were voiced by southern Whites, and she endeavored to present the
truth through her own investigations.^' Her investigations resulted in the publication
of Southern Horrors, A Red Record, and Mob Rule in New Orleans. These pamphlets
emphasized the tragedy and truth about lynching in the South. The pamphlets painted
a picture of the lynchings by describing in details specifically what happened to each
victim. By doing so, Wells brought the reality of lynching closer to her readers by
giving the victims a voice. These incidents could no longer be ignored. Wells’ works
accentuated her position on lynching and carefully documented the facts surrounding
the atrocities suffered by many African-American people. Wells’ forte as a journalist
enabled her to present accurate and empirical data about the numerous lynchings
which were taking place throughout the South.Since her work was seen as credible,
the information she presented was viewed very seriously. Along with Wells’ many
notable articles, she also authored Lynch Law in Georgia. This pamphlet chronicled a
six-week period in the center of the Southern region. Noted for utilizing the White
press to give validity to her claims. Wells incorporated the chronicles of the Atlanta
Journal and the Atlanta Constitution newspapers to substantiate her findings. During
six weeks between the months of March and April in 1899, twelve colored men were
lynched in Georgia. The visual painted by her descriptions enabled the reader to feel
the pain and suffering of those lynched. She described the succession of the lynching
beginning with the torture and hanging of a colored preacher, Elijah Strickland; the
burning alive of Samuel Wilkes, alias Hose, on Sunday, April 23; and the lynching of
nine men for alleged arson.^^ Even though seven years had passed since the lynching
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at the Curve, Wells-Bamett was still actively fighting to reveal the truth, bring shame
to America, and evoke change. Educator Jacqueline Jones Royster suggests “through
the pamphlets we can recognize lynchings as more than isolated incidents arbitrarily
happening to African Americans and occasionally to Americans of other ethnic
groups.”^"* Lynching is revealed as “complex relationships to systems of power and
domination, to public discourse, and to social activism, including the activism of
African American women.”^^
Wells wrote “that in dealing with all vexed questions, the chief aim of every
honest inquirer should be to ascertain the facts.She continued by writing “No
good purpose is subserved either by concealment on the one hand or exaggeration on
the other. The truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth, is the only sure
foundation for just judgment.” Her ideology is evident in her methodology in
collecting and presenting empirical research concerning the events surrounding the
numerous lynchings she personally investigated. In the pamphlet Lynch Law in
Georgia Wells is meticulous in her investigations. She gives accounts of every word,
action and deed surrounding the horrendous lynchings that took place over that
six-week period. This attention to details was indicative of her writing style. The
following excerpt from the pamphlet is characteristic of her writing:
The real purpose of these savage demonstrations is to teach the Negro that
in the South he has no rights that the law will enforee. Samuel Hose was
burned to teach the Negroes that no matter what a white man does to them,
they must not resist. Hose, a servant, had killed Cranford, his employer.
An example must be made. Ordinary punishment was deemed inadequate.
This Negro must be burned alive. To make the burning a certainty the
charge of outrage was invented, and added to the charge of murder. The
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daily press offered reward for the capture of Hose and then openly incited
the people to bum him as soon as caught. The mob carried out the plan in
every savage detail.^*
The words of Wells are cutting and straight to the point. She was militant in her
stance and steadfast in her cause. Although sometimes standing alone, nonetheless,
she pioneered in spite of the odds. Without a doubt Wells, through her tireless work,
effected a heightened level of awareness among people against the intolerance of
lynching. “She unraveled the social and political complexities of lynching...
Like Wells, Mary Church Terrell’s personal beliefs and concerns transcended
into her public and political fight. She was very vocal in expressing her philosophy
concerning the nature of people and society. She not only questioned the roles of
racism and sexism as determining factors in the continued oppression of colored
women, but she inferred that those conditions were created on purpose by the
American society. She concluded that African-American women had been double
crossed and set up to be casualties. Terrell believed that although the White American
society benefited from the oppressed state of the Negro race, in the end they (White
Americans) would be the losers. In pondering this reality in regards to her personal
experience, she contended:
While I am grateful for the blessings which have been bestowed upon me
and for the opportunities which have been offered, I cannot help
wondering sometimes what I might have become and might have done if I
had lived in a country which had not circumscribed and handicapped me
on account of my race, but had allowed me to reach any height I was able
to attain.
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Feeling that full inclusion was the key to opportunities, Terrell sought means of
integration as a tool and agency for transforming the mindsets of the people and
bringing about the good life for her race. This philosophy was the driving force
behind her lobbying for legislative acts and self-help groups for the uplifting of the
race. Her writings are ideological precepts for exhortation and mobilization of the
people in bringing about a raised consciousness concerning the question of Black
people’s place in the American society. This is seen throughout her writings as she
endeavored to create a more informed and changed society. This is evident when she
wrote:
And so, lifting as we climb, onward and upward we go, struggling,
striving and hoping that the buds and blossoms of our desires will burst
into glorious fruition ere long. With courage bom of success, achieved in
the past, we look forward to a future large with promise and hope.
Seeking no favors because of our color, nor patronage because of our
needs, we knock at the bar of Justice and ask for an equal chance.^'
Her confidence in knowing herself, which was grounded in the knowledge of
her people’s rich legacy, provided for a greater sense of responsibility in seeking the
truth to many perplexing and conflicting questions. This was the essence of Church’s
fervent activism. Her consciousness gave rise to her “doing.” This “doing”
manifested itself in the leadership role Terrell assumed in her significant activities for
advancement of the African-American race. Terrell understood the system in which
she had to operate. Although she suffered firsthand from racial and gender biases, she
not only sought equality through protest, but she labored hard as an activist and
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worker to advance the society from a segregated one to a more integrated and
equitable one.’^
Understanding From Whence They Came:
Building Fortitude and Resolution
On the eve of the Emancipation Proclamation no one would have foreseen the
forthcoming impact the births of two African-American girls would have on the
struggle for racial equality in the United States. Ida Wells and Mary Church would
become key proponents in the fight against institutional, social and political injustices
suffered by African-American people in this country. On July 16, 1862, Ida Bell
Wells was bom into the debasing conditions of slavery in Holly Springs, Mississippi.
The next year on September 23, 1863, in the suburbs of Memphis, Tennessee, Mary
Eliza Church was born, into a free Black family. When President Lincoln signed the
Emancipation Proclamation on January 1, 1863, the Wells family embarked upon new
lives as freed people.The nurturing and training Ida Wells and Mary Church
received from their parents enabled them to come of age self-confidently. This was a
great achievement within a society that rejected their very existence. In their
respective autobiographies, they both referenced their mothers as the ones who
instilled in them a reverence for God. The hope for the betterment and advancement
of their race was ingrained in them from childhood. Their fathers were both mulattos,
hence were afforded the opportunity to acquire lucrative skills as sons of their
masters. The question of race identity within their families was not an issue. Both
fathers inspired their daughters with racial pride—and a spirit of defiance.^"* The
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direct influences these two sets of parents had on their daughters proved pivotal in
shaping their characters and philosophies. One can hypothesize that Wells and
Church’s desire and fight for the advancement of their people in all arenas stemmed
from the fact that their generation was a product of Reconstruction and that they
understood the underlying implications ofwhat freedom could mean.
Although they were contemporaries, the childhood experiences of Wells and
Church were by no means parallel. In fact, at birth Wells and Church faced very
different realities. The key difference was the Wells family was still enslaved and the
Church family had already been freed from bondage. The Church family had secured
a rather elite position within the Memphis Negro community. Their financial status
had far surpassed their peers. This financial success was a result of the labor and
entrepreneurship of both her parents. Church credited her mother, Louisa Ayers
Church, as the sole individual who made it possible for their family to purchase its
first home and carriage.’^ Her mother had remarkable business abilities and founded a
beauty parlor called “Lou Church’s.” It was located in a prestigious part ofMemphis
and patronized by wealthy White women. Although her mother was astute at making
money, she was poor at saving it.’^ On the other hand, Robert Church, Mary’s father,
became wealthy through his business dealings and provided well for his family.
According to Terrell, “He had business ability of high order and gave proof of that
fact over and over again.”^^ After the Civil War, Robert Church acquired property in
Memphis, where he operated a restaurant and saloon. An affluent businessman and
dedicated citizen, he bought the first bond to restore the city charter after Memphis
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was reduced to a taxing district following the yellow fever epidemics of the 1870s/^
In 1910, Church founded the Solvent Savings Bank and Trust Company in Memphis.
It was one of the fastest growing Black-owned banks of the early twentieth century. It
is believed that by his death, Church was the first Black American millionaire.’^
Unfortunately, outside of financial stability, the Church’s family structure was
unstable. This instability lead to the divorce of Robert and Louisa Church. Mary
Church Terrell recalls in her autobiography the pain she endured as a young child
when her parents divorced. She wrote, “This pained and embarrassed me very much.
In those days divorces were not so common as they are now, and no matter what
caused the separation of a couple, the woman was usually blamed.”**^ This however
was not the first time Mary Church was a victim of family circumstances. While in
gestation in her mother’s womb. Church almost died when her mother attempted to
commit suicide.*' After the divorce, Lou Church was given the custody of her two
children. Immediately thereafter, she sold her store in Memphis and moved to New
York where she established another lucrative business.
Prior to the divorce. Church’s parents had been separated for a time. Mary
lived with her mother, and her brother lived with their father. When Mary Church
was only six years of age she was sent away from her mother’s home to attend school
in Yellow Springs, Ohio.*’ She spent two years at the Model School, then continued
on for an additional two years at the public school. As Mary lamented about an
incident that occurred while attending public school as a young child and the only
colored girl in her class, she recognized that she must “hold high the banner of her
60
race.”*^ Making this conscious decision to represent her race well was key to her
perseverance. On the advice of family friends, Mary Church was sent to Oberlin,
Ohio, to attend Oberlin High School, and upon graduation continued on to attend
Oberlin College. In 1884, Mary graduated from Oberlin along with another notable
African-American woman, Anna Julia Cooper. Mary Church not only completed
Oberlin College, but she graduated from the hardest and longest course of study, the
“gentlemen’s course,” equipping her with the necessary tools to reach great heights.
She was exposed to an excellent and well-rounded education. In later years, Mary
Church credited her mother for having the foresight to send her away to school and
avoid the Tennessee colored-schools that were separate and unequal.*'* Mary Church
was the third Black woman college graduate in the country. Trying to appease her
father, Mary Church spent her first year as a graduate in Memphis playing the role of
a proper lady. The Church name was well renown in Memphis and Robert Church
was adamantly against his daughter taking any teaching positions. This was in direct
opposition to her desire to teach. Nonetheless, without his knowledge, Mary Terrell
decided to accept a teaching position at Wilberforce College in 1885. For a lady of
her upbringing, this was uncommon.
Mary Church Terrell’s education did not end with her graduation in 1884.*^
After she had taught for a few years, Robert Church took her on a trip to Europe.
Upon completion of the trip in 1888, Mary Church convinced her father to allow her
to stay in Europe and study for one year. She was engrossed in the learning
experience and her stay lasted nearly three years. Although Mary received a first-rate
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education, she never forgot that she was a minority. The seed for Mary Church’s
contribution to racial advancement and gender equality had been planted. After
returning fi-om Europe, Mary continued several years in the teaching profession,
serving in different capacities within the Washington D. C. educational system.
In 1891, Mary Church left the school system, got married and prepared for
motherhood. She married Robert Terrell, a Black Harvard graduate whom she had
met and worked with in Washington D.C. prior to traveling in Europe. Because of her
need to “do,” she could not totally give up what she loved best—public work. The
new Mrs. Mary Terrell was surprised when Lewis Douglass, one of her best friends
and the son of her mentor Frederick Douglass, did not agree with her being a
housewife and she said that he “stated in no uncertain terms that he thought I was
making a great mistake. Public work of various kinds was my forte.”*^
Ida B. Wells did not receive such a privileged education as Mary Church
Terrell. The Wells family was subjugated to servitude until Ida Wells was a little girl.
This position of slave kept their family at the lowest social and economic positions in
the American society. Once Jim and Elizabeth Wells were freed, their primary
objective was to secure an education for all their children.*’ Ida Wells was greatly
influenced by her father.
During the Reconstruction era, African-American women, as was the case for
all women, were disfranchised. However, African-American men did have the right to
vote. The fact that a Black man could vote and exercised that right was a strange
phenomenon in itself, especially in the Southern states. It was an even stranger
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phenomenon for a Black man to make his own decisions concerning his vote.
African-Americans paid dearly for the right to exercise their liberty to cast a vote in
any local, state, or national election.** This was true of Jim Wells when his boss tried
to influence his vote in an 1867 election in Mississippi. When Wells voted against the
Democratic ticket, which was in direct opposition to the advice given him by his
employer, Mr. Bolling, it cost him his job and home. Upon returning to his place of
employment after casting his vote. Wells found the entry locked. Since he was a
tenant on the property where he worked, without any questions Jim Wells relocated
his family off the Bolling place to a home across the street. He set up his own shop as
a carpenter.
Fortunately Wells had the means to support his family. One benefit of being
the son of his slavemaster was that at the age of eighteen “his father took him to Holly
Springs and apprenticed him to learn the carpenter’s trade, which he expected him to
use on the plantation.”*^ As a result, Jim Wells became a skilled carpenter and after
Emancipation he was able to save a substantial amount ofmoney from working hard
and building his own carpentry business.^® Jim Wells was a man of principle who
stood up for what he believed. He was a man who took an active role in his
community. His proclivity toward activism lead to an appointment to the Board of
Trustees of Rust College. He was a man of politics and well versed with current
events.^' These qualities undoubtedly were instilled in his daughter, Ida.
While Jim Wells provided for his family, Elizabeth Wells, Ida’s mother,
provided the nurturing needed for the couple’s eight children. She was a religious
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woman. She reared her children with a strong hand and taught them to have
reverence for God.^^ It was she who accompanied her children to school, stressing the
importance of an education. Not only did she take them, but she too sat in on the
lessons so that she could learn to read the Bible. Although Ida B. Wells, the oldest
child, was able to attend school including Rust College, her education was not as elite,
diverse, or extensive as the education Mary Church received.
In 1878 an epidemic of yellow fever in Holly Springs, Mississippi shattered
the dreams of the Wells family with the untimely deaths of Jim and Elizabeth, along
with their infant son. Upon his death, Jim Wells owned his own home and had
managed to save some money. This was a great accomplishment considering his
former positions as a slave and lowly apprentice. However, the savings were not
enough to sustain the surviving children for an extended period of time. Ida B. Wells
was forced into adulthood at the age of sixteen as she took on the responsibilities of
parent and sole provider for her siblings.^"* Wells immediately set out to fill those new
roles. She was pressed to abandon her education and take on a full-time teaching
position to support herself and her siblings. Ida Wells was left to care for six brothers
and sisters ranging in ages from nine months to twelve years.^^ Fortunately, Wells
was equipped by her parents to be responsible and accountable to her family. Wells
described her everyday existence during that time as:
I went out to my country school to teach [during the week]. I came home
every Friday afternoon, riding the six miles on the back of a big mule. I
spent Saturday and Sunday washing and ironing and cooking for the
children and went back to my country school on Sunday afternoon.^*
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After working one school term in Mississippi, Wells relocated to Memphis,
Tennessee, with her two youngest sisters to live with an aunt. The other siblings
stayed in Mississippi with her mother’s sister. After passing a teacher’s exam, she
took a teaching position in Memphis, Tennessee. After her parents’ death in 1878
until the lynching in 1892, Ida B. Wells taught in Mississippi, Tennessee, California
and Missouri earning meager wages in each position. Often times she did not have
much money left after caring for herself and siblings. While living and teaching in
Visalia, California, in 1886 Wells became disheartened by the condition of the colored
schoolroom and the lack of a social life for herself^^ She had moved there from
Tennessee at the request of her aunt who had moved there the previous year. As Ida
Wells had become disillusion concerning her life in Visalia, she expressed to her aunt
“that it was even worse for me, a young woman, to have nothing to look forward to, as
I was just beginning to live and had all my life before me.” Wells believed that her
aunt understood that she wanted to leave California, yet her aunt replied “that if I
returned I must take my two sisters with me.” Wells was disappointed in her aunt’s
reply because “she knew very well that I had no money with which to do so.”’°° With
things looking bleak to Wells, she nonetheless reevaluated her position, and realized
that she could not be constrained and defined by her current situation. She knew she
had a goal and a vision, and her temporary conditions would not limit her scope.
Wells wrote in her autobiography:
I thought long over the matter, then wrote a letter to Mr. Robert Church of
Memphis, Tennessee, asking for the loan of $150 with which to return. I
told him the circumstances of my condition—that although he did not
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know me he could find out my reference to the board of education that I
was a teacher in the public schools and would thus be able to repay the
money. I told him that I wrote to him because he was the only man ofmy
race that I knew who could lend me that much money and wait for me to
repay it. I also told him not to send the money unless I had been reelected,
as otherwise there would be no need for me to come back to Memphis.
Three weeks later Wells received a reply from Robert Church. He enclosed a
draft for the amount she had requested and assured her that she had been re-elected to
teach in Memphis.*®^ Not only did she receive re-election in the Memphis school
system, but she was also offered a position in the Kansas City school. She cashed the
draft and went to Kansas City where she was appointed to the Lincoln School, but
unfortunately resigned after the first day.'°^ During that first month of the 1886
school year Wells had taught four days in Visalia, one day in Kansas City and the
remainder of the school year in Memphis.True to her word. Wells would later try
to repay Robert Church:
My first call after school started was to see Mr. Church and thank him for
what he had done for me. I wanted to give him a note for the money he
had sent me, and pay him interest on it while I paid it back in installments.
But he would let me do neither, and so I never rested until I had paid him
in full. My gratitude for his kindly act and his trust in a girl he knew only
by reputation warms my heart today whenever I think of it.’°^
Also in 1886, Wells assumed editorship of the periodical Evening Star. This
appointment gave rise to her “lola” column in the religious paper Living In
expressing how she felt she could better inform the African-American community
about current happenings. Wells summed up her approach as, “in weekly letters to the
Living Way, I wrote in a plain, common-sense way on the things which concerned our
people. Knowing that their education was limited, I never used a word of two
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syllables where one would serve the purpose.Understanding the dynamics of her
people and the demographics of her readership, through her writings Wells allowed
herself to connect with the masses at a level where they would best be served. This
relationship between journalist and readers shows the connectedness between Wells
and her community.
In 1889 Wells became a writer for the Free Speech and Headlights of
Memphis.She was astute in her business dealings and maneuvered a one-third
partnership with the two owners of the paper. The two owners were Rev. Taylor
Nightingale, who was the pastor of the Beal Street Baptist Church, and J. L. Fleming,
who had been a county clerk in Arkansas before moving to Memphis. She later
shortened the name to Free Speech. In 1891, while serving in the capacity of editor.
Wells brought complaints against the public school system concerning the conditions
of the Black schools. Her compassion did not allow her to stand by and be silent.
Wells “felt that some protest should be made over conditions in the colored
schools.”She pointed out that “the article was a protest against the few and utterly
inadequate buildings for colored children.”"® The article created a great strain and
tension between her and one of the other owners. Nightingale. Also, since Wells was
still a teacher, her article created problems with the school board. As a result, when it
was time to elect the faculty for the 1892 school year, she was not re-elected to her
teaching post.’" She was dismissed after serving seven years in that post. Ida B.
Wells ultimately gave up the role as a teacher for a career as a journalist. Later that
same year upon hearing the news about the lynching of her friend. Wells wrote, “It
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[the lynching] came just as I had demonstrated that I could make a living by my
newspaper and need never tie myself down to school teaching.”"^ She continued by
writing “I never cared for teaching.. . It is evident that Wells viewed teaching as
a chore and not a career. Although she was still teaching when she wrote her first
article, it was only a matter of time before she would become a warrior against the
terrorism of lynching with a pen as her weapon.
Summary
The tragic lynching of Tom Moss, and his partners Calvin McDowell, and
Henry Stewart stirred up Ida B. Wells-Bamett and Mary Church Terrell. This
incident became the catalyst for their life-long fights against racial inequalities and
injustices. If the justification for lynching was based on the fact that the accused
committed a heinous crime, the question to ponder is what was the crime committed
by the People’s Grocery Company’s owners. The charge could have been guilty of
wanting a better life through self-determination. The brutal death of Moss created a
passion within Wells and Terrell to fight fervently against the repulsive acts of
lynching and discrimination.
Ida B. Wells did not allow obstacles to obscure her vision of self-definition.
Mary Church Terrell understood the resources she had at her disposal and used them
to her advantage. Thus in doing so, both women defined their own experiences and
created their own definitions of a Black woman. Wells and Terrell were prepared by
their parents to be strong individuals, independent in their thoughts, and courageous
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when it seemed as though all odds were against them. They were prepared by their
families to take on the many tasks that would soon follow. The evidence shows that
the fathers of these women, Robert Church and James Wells, were instrumental in
laying a path that their offspring, that is female children, would follow and later
become key African-American leaders.
Through the leadership roles of these two women, the achieved national as
well as international acclaim. Mary Church and Ida B. Wells were inspired by the
courage of their parents to be more than that which the dominant society tried to
ascribe to them. They were prepared to fight not only for their rights, but for the
rights of others. They fought for what they believed. With the guidance, nurturing,
character building and love received from their immediate and extended families.
Church and Wells were grounded in their identities as Black women and grounded in
the history of their people. The combination of self-knowledge as well as the
knowledge of heritage, provided for a heightened level of consciousness to seek the
solution to many perplexing and controversial issues. This insight was the foundation
of the aggressive activism of Church and Wells. The fine arts of fortitude and
resolution were firmly instilled in them by their families as they came of age during
the post-Reconstruction and in the midst of Jim Crow practices.
As Wells and Terrell set out to give self-definition to their lives, they secured
their careers, took on the activities of pioneers, activists, and race leaders, while being
wives, mothers and African-American women. Family, education, personal choices
and the lynching at the Curve were all pivotal factors in the preparation for the life-
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long work of Ida B. Wells and Mary Church Terrell. Their pioneering efforts and
continued fight for equality adds to the rich legacy ofAfrican-American people.
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The Pathway To Making A Difference
A Preview of Jim Crow
After the Civil Rights Act of 1875 was declared unconstitutional by the United
States Supreme Court in 1883, the regressive tone was set for the nation’s treatment of
African-American people. Ida B. Wells and Mary Church experienced the move of
society towards more stringent forms of institutional, social and political racism. For
example. Wells and Church were not strangers to the Jim Crow car practice that
prevailed in the Southern states. Frequently, they were subjected to outright
harassment and discrimination as they traveled on the railroad lines. Segregation on
the railways was the beginning of a system of laws designed specifically to separate
the races in every aspect of life. The decline in the effectiveness of restraints that had
been promoted by those who espoused Northern liberalism, proponents of Southern
conservatism and Southern radicalism enabled extreme racism to rise to dominance.'
Most historians agree that Jim Crowism became law of the land with the
Supreme Court of the United States decision in Plessy v. Ferguson in 1896.^
However, almost thirty years earlier in 1868 Mary Church had been a victim of the
same social practice when she was only five years old. The memory of the details
stayed with her throughout her life and she described them in her autobiography:
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My father had been in the smoker but a short time when the conductor
passed through the coach to collect tickets, glared at me, and asked who I
was and what I was doing in that car. I replied as well as a frightened little
girl, five years old, could be expected to answer under the circumstances.
But I did not placate the irate conductor, who decided then and there to put
me into the coach “where I belonged.” As he pulled me roughly out of the
seat, he turned to the man sitting across the aisle and said, “Whose little
nigger is this?”^
One could only imagine the impact that such an unsettling ordeal had on a
child ofMary’s age. It left a scar on the very young child and a profound impression
that in this country to be of African descent carried a social badge of degradation.
Regrettably for this Black child it would only be the beginning of reminders of the
social and political ills that stood as barriers for African-American people. Having
this understanding became a part of the foundation on which she built her resistance.
Mary Church Terrell was subjected to numerous racially motivated incidents on the
railroad. These encounters impacted her so deeply that she devoted one chapter in her
autobiography to such an issue.'*
Similar to Mary Church Terrell, Ida B. Wells was no stranger to the Jim Crow
practices occurring throughout the Southern states. Although Wells by age twenty-one
had traveled numerous times on the railroad without any confrontations, in May,
1884, she too became a victim of the Jim Crow car practice. The incident forced her
to retaliate and take a legal stand against the maltreatment of African-Americans on
the railroad. She sought justice through the judicial system in her fight against the
racial discrimination she experienced as a passenger on the railroad. In her
autobiography, Ida B. Wells-Bamett gives this account of the ordeal:
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When the train started and the conductor came along to collect tickets, he
took my ticket, then handed it back to me and told me that he couldn’t take
my ticket there. I thought that if he didn’t want the ticket I wouldn’t
bother about it so went on reading. In a little while when he finished
taking tickets, he came back and told me I would have to go in the other
car. I refused, saying that the forward car was a smoker, and as I was in
the ladies’ car I proposed to stay. He tried to drag me out of the seat, but
the moment he caught hold of my arm I fastened my teeth in the back of
his hand.^
A struggle ensued and shortly thereafter the conductor, aided by a passenger,
put Wells off the train. Upon her return to Memphis, Wells proceeded to file a suit
against the Chesapeake, Ohio and Southwestern Railroad.^ Wells initially won her
case before both the Magistrate and Circuit Courts of Tennessee by convincing the
courts that the railroad had violated her rights as a passenger. However, when the
railroad company appealed to the Tennessee Supreme Court in 1887, the decision was
reversed.’ In a study of Black women litigants, one historian suggests that,
“nineteenth-century court records reveal that numerous Black women encountered
similar humiliating experiences; many such victims chose to litigate their
grievances.”^ Occurrence of such incidences can be directly linked to the fact that
African-American women were faced with the double jeopardy of race and gender
biases. Regrettably, this dual “handicap” continued well into the early twentieth
century and even today continues to present problems for African-American women
in America. In Wells’ day. Black women litigants were often met with unfavorable
court decisions. State and federal appellate courts often reversed lower court
decisions that favored Black women.^
80
Jim Crow practices reached into the very depths of racist ideology by
perpetrating the total exclusion of Black people from social and political gains. The
system was designed to remind African-Americans of their former inferior status.
Unfortunately for Black women, they had to bear the double burden of being
discriminated against because of their race as well as their gender.
To Be African-American and A Woman
The end of Reconstruction and the return of political control to White
Southerners presented major problems for African-American women. Legal
constraints on African-Americans’ political activities combined with widely condoned
forms of violence were used to keep Blacks in their place. These tactics of
intimidation resulted in the creation of a very unstable and threatening situation for
the race as a whole.In the spirit of those who came before, Black women of the
post-Reconstruction era reached deep within themselves to defend not only the virtue
of African-American women, but the integrity of their entire race. In doing so, they
took on the immense problems and plight of the Negro race and Black womanhood.
Terrell articulated this intersection of race and sex in an article entitled “Being a
Colored Woman in the United States” when she wrote:
But the white women of England and the United States have only one
burden to bear, after all, the burden of sex. What would they do I wonder
if they were double-crossed, so to speak, as the colored women of this
country are: if they had two heavy loads to carry through an unfriendly
world, the burden of race as well as that of sex?”
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There was no easy answer to the question. Early twentieth-century
African-American women were “most victimized by sexist discrimination and sexist
oppression.”*^ White women could not fully comprehend the impact racial
discrimination had on the socio-economic and political means of African-American
women. Yet in the midst of it all, Mary Church Terrell, Ida B. Wells-Bamett, Anna
Julia Cooper, Nannie Helen Burroughs and others, fought long and hard against their
depraved position in society. These women had insight and foresight concerning the
dilemma with which they were faced. Terrell summed it up by writing “For, not only
are colored women with ambition and aspiration handicapped on account of their sex,
but they are everywhere baffled and mocked on account of their race.”'^
Given their position as third-class citizens, African-American women posed
the least threat to the stability of the status quo. Their voices were mute in the
dominant society, as well as in their own communities. African-American women
had no legal rights that protected them as women, African-Americans, or citizens of
the United States. Nevertheless, against these odds, a substantial number of Black
women felt obligated to defend their honor against slander and institutionalized
racism. With the odds of succeeding against them, these women were determined by
whatever means to bring about change in the society. Wells-Barnett, Terrell, and their
contemporaries took bold public stands against the inhumane treatment they faced as
Black women. In order to understand their passion, we must understand the
connectedness of racism and sexism as it defined the status of African-American
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women. The dependency of racism and sexism was undeniable, and it created an
environment whereby African-American women were unequivocally mistreated.
Mary Church Terrell expressed her concerns for the status of Black women by
questioning how racism and sexism relegated them to the bottom of the social,
political and economic strata. She infers that their lowly conditions were by-products
of a system specifically created to demoralize, discriminate, and victimize. The dual
indemnity of being both Black and female made African-American women prime
candidates for victimization. Terrell believed the dominant American society
systematically suppressed progress for the Negro race. She championed integration as
a tool for transforming the nature of society that would bring about “the good life” for
her race. Elevation was the key to full inclusion and acceptance.
The concept of uplift and elevation was not a new idea within the
African-American community. This concept became pivotal a half century before as a
philosophy of Martin R. Delany and others.Delany, a Black activist of the mid
nineteenth century, believed “our elevation must be the result of self-efforts, and work
of our own hands.He concluded “until we are determined to change the condition
of things, and raise ourselves above the position in which we are now prostrated, we
must hang our heads in sorrow, and hide our faces in shame.”He defined elevation
to include not only material success and upward mobility, but also:
The acquisition of gentlemanly culture and correct speech, of upright
morals, independent thought, and ‘manly’ religion. Elevation meant
achievement that would earn the world’s applause, such as owning a
successful business or governing a prosperous nation.’’
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Elevation became a means whereby transformation could occur for
African-Americans in the American society. The question as to how to achieve this
elevation was debated among the best thinking minds among African-American
people. Delany proposed self-help, economic determination, and emigration, among
other things. He purported that the colored race had long since moralized about such
issues, and it was time then to stop talking and put into action those words. Delany
wanted for his people the kind of collective self-respect that he thought only
education, wealth, and recognition would secure.'* In order to reach the ends, plans
must be put into place to establish the means. He acknowledged the essential role of
females, especially mothers, to the advancement of the race. He wrote:
Our females must be qualified, because they are to be the mothers of our
children. As mothers are the first nurses and instructors of children; from
them children consequently, get their first impressions. . . . Raise the
mothers above the level of degradation, and the offspring is elevated with
them.'®
This same ideology articulated by Delany and others is echoed throughout the
history of African-American people. Anna Julia Cooper, who revered Martin Delany,
best stated it by writing, “the fundamental agency under God in the regeneration, the
re-training of the race, as well as the ground work and starting point of its progress
upward, must be the black woman Anna Julia Cooper, an educator and writer,
understood the seriousness of the position of Black women in society. She described
the colored woman’s plight as such:
In a period of itself transitional and unsettled, her status seems one of the
least ascertainable and definitive of all the forces which make for our
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civilization. She is confronted by both a woman question and a race
problem, and is as yet an unknown or an unacknowledged factor in both.^'
Black women existing as outsiders within two subcultures was a recurring theme. To
be both Black and a woman brought with it a stigma difficult to overcome. Not only
did these women have to fight “gender” biases, they had to also confront the “race”
problem. Cooper articulates clearly that the lack of a definitive status was key to the
invisibility of Black women. Cooper understood the importance of defining Black
women, which is an essential tenet of Black feminist thought. Not only did she
understand the importance, but she also recognized the power in a self-definition. She
so eloquently phrased this concept when she said “Only the Black Woman can say
when and where I enter in the quiet, undisputed dignity of my womanhood, without
violence and without suing or special patronage, then and there the whole Negro race
enters with me.”^^
Cooper’s A Voice from the South by a Black Woman of the South, published in
1892 is noted as the first book-length Black feminist work.^^ She was extremely vocal
in her critique of the problems within the Black community. She suggested that one
of the problems and oversights of Southern work for the uplifting of the race was in
“not developing Negro womanhood as an essential fundamental for the elevation of
the race, and utilizing this agency in extending the work of the Church.”^'* She, along
with Nannie Helen Burroughs, was critical of the role of the church in its continued
opposition to the participatory inclusion and advancement of women. Burroughs, an
educator and orator, delivered a speech entitled “How the Sisters Are Hindered from
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Helping” before the National Baptist Convention (NBC) in 1900. Her directness in
confronting sexism in the church served as a catalyst for the formation of the
Woman’s Convention Auxiliary of the NBC. This sisterhood was noted to be the
largest Black women’s organization in America.^^ The challenge to the race was how
to get beyond the internal oppression of women to reach the goal of equality for the
entire race.
It was through non-traditional political activities that Wells-Bamett, Terrell,
Cooper, and Burroughs sought to elevate African-American womanhood. However,
they could not separate the woman issue from that of the race problem. Therefore,
their agendas manifested themselves in the form of the anti-lynching crusade, the
women’s club movement and the fight for suffrage. These endeavors were the
prelude to the 1960’s civil rights movement. By placing themselves within the realm
of the public sphere. Black women negated, in the opinion of some, the core principle
of womanhood. They were never viewed as “ladies” because the term “lady” was
reserved only to describe White women. It represented a class differentiated status
within the generic category of “woman.” While the White woman became
synonymous with “lady,” Black women were stereotyped as loose, sexually
aggressive and worthless. Violence against Black women was condoned based on a
perpetuate lie that a virtuous Black woman did not exist. Nannie Helen Burroughs
understood the urgency of the protection ofBlack women. She wrote:
Our women need the protection and genuine respect of our men; if not
unto them, unto whom shall we go? Whenever the men of any race
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defiantly stand for the protection of their women the women will be
strengthened morally and be saved from the hands of the most vile?®
Many African-American women internalized other people’s perceptions of
themselves and sought to recreate who they were. Often, this translated into
self-hatred. Nannie Helen Burroughs was forceful in her attack on “colorphobia.”^’
She observed “Many Negroes have colorphobia as badly as the White folk have
Negrophobia. You say this is not true. Then, what does this wholesale bleaching of
faces and straightening of hair indicate?”^* Burroughs scolded Black women for
being too consumed with their appearance, yet not taking the time to build their
character. In her desire to get her point across, she was straight forward with her
sisters. She warned Black women that:
A true woman wouldn’t give a cent for a changed appearance of this
sort—a superficial nothing. What every woman who bleaches and
straighten out needs, is not her appearance changed, but her mind: She has
a false notion as to the value of color and hair in solving the problem of
her life.^^
Burroughs also confronted Black men about their oppression of Black women. In her
observation, she concluded:
Our men have permitted many encroachments upon the moral life of the
race by not entering manly protests against all who insist on having social
equality of the wrong sort. White men offer more protection to their
prostitutes than many black men offer to their best women.^®
Like Ida B. Wells-Bamett, Nannie Helen Burroughs stood strong on her
position and did not waiver in her opinions. She cautioned that “when the womanhood
of a race is unprotected by its manhood, it is written that that race has no premium on
virtue and whosoever will may come.”^* Her tenacity is evident in her writings. She
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not only presented the problem and the cause, but she prescribed a remedy to African-
American women for overcoming their circumstances. In the midst of overt
opposition she believed that, “It is the duty of the Negro women to rise in the pride of
their womanhood and vindicate themselves of the charge by teaching all men that
black womanhood is as sacred as white womanhood.”^^ For African-American
women, strongly voicing their opinions did not come without a price. Black women
were criticized not only by mainstream Americans, but even some prominent Black
males seized opportunities to downplay the work of their women. The editor of the
Black-owned newspaper Indianapolis Freeman once admonished Ida B. Wells by
writing, ‘Tola makes the mistake of being pretty as well as smart. She should
remember that beauty and genius are not always companions.
African-American women were outsiders within their own race and gender.
Although not given the respect of a “woman,” they were scrutinized by many for
taking initiatives and stepping outside the traditional role ascribed for and by women.
These post-Reconstruction women created their own voices. They defined their own
agendas and set their own parameters. African-American women recognized that the
defamation of their character was key to the oppressor’s conspiracy. They understood
that the propaganda was necessary to promote a sense of apathy towards the brutal
treatment of Black women. Black women worked and strategized to subvert the
malicious and degrading portrayals of, and articles written about them. Through
organizing, lecturing and writing, they stood up against the hateful attacks. If Black
feminist thought is of and for Black women, then we can conclude that these women
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of themselves created their own ideology ofwomanhood and then in turn adopted that
ideology as a measuring stick by which to judge themselves. Thus, it is sufficient to
reason that Ida B. Wells-Bamett, Mary Church Terrell, Anna Julia Cooper, Nannie
Helen Burroughs and others like them were Black feminists. Through the lives of
these women we have a clearer understanding of how Black feminist thought
empowers one to act. Burroughs demonstrated her understanding of this tenet of
moving from being to doing when she wrote “God help us to so live [being] that we
may raise the standard [doing] higher and higher until the name “Negro woman” will
be a synonym for uprightness of character and loftiness of purpose.”^'^ Needless to
say, as a natural progression, this empowerment lead to political activism.
Defining Their Work
African-American women in the American political arena dared to be
innovative, resourceful and steadfast. Despite a history of legal, social, and economic
obstacles to their inclusion, they forged ahead to create opportunities for the
advancement of their people. The struggles of their race for equality were embodied
in their philosophies. Given the peculiar situation in which they found themselves,
there were great obstacles of racism and sexism to overcome.
Often African-American women spoke of their communities and their activism
as extensions of their family and household responsibility. Within the historical
traditions associated with a distinctive Black experience, working for “the race”
emerged as a central historical role and a highly esteemed social position. The term
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“race women” was “used in the early twentieth century to designate those Blacks who
were actively promoting racial progress and struggling for racial equalityIn the
face of overt oppression these “race women,” and men, set out to change the harsh
realities of their people. They focused their agendas on equality, segregation,
integration, lynching, suffrage, civil and human rights at the turn of the century.
Although women were not political participants in the White male dominated
political system. Black women understood the importance of having the privilege to
vote. To be a participant in the political process meant having a voice in the laws that
governed. However, Black women also recognized “that they could not rely upon the
vote to bring about positive change. As a result, one response was the implementation
of self-help and social programs.”^^ The nature of women’s political involvement
manifested in the form of organizing to address and resolve problems within their
communities. Defining political activism for women requires rethinking the
definition of politics and what is “political.Secondary status lead to the
marginalization of all women, however, African-American women were impacted
most severely by such a position. When analyzing the full spectrum of
African-American women’s political activism, a broader definition of “what is
political” emerges. In search of an understanding of African-American women’s
political behavior and practices, one must be receptive to the broadening of certain
concepts in an effort to demarginalize their experiences.
Politics is traditionally viewed from an electoral perspective. Included as
formal traditional politics is voting, vying for elected positions and campaigning.
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Political scientist Hanes Walton, Jr. defines Black politics as the totality of black
political activity.^* In addition to Black politics, understanding Black political
behavior is necessary for analyzing the complete Black political experience. Walton
defines Black political behavior as “blacks’ political responses to systemic,
contextual, and individual factors.Although women could not participate in
traditional politics before 1920, they far outnumbered men in non-traditional political
activism as they responded to systemic, contextual and individual factors which
fostered oppression of their people. Often, however, their contributions usually took a
back seat to men who had greater public exposure. These men were often, through
assumption or appointment, the spokespersons for the groups. Wells-Barnett and
Terrell were undoubtedly two women who were able to circumvent the passive role of
“woman” to become visible and forceful public figures.
One way in which Black women removed the barrier of invisibility was
through their leadership roles and involvement in the Black women’s club movement.
This was a grassroots movement with a social, as well as a political agenda. These
women were the foundation and controlling interests in this grassroots politics.
Grassroots activism involves a wide range of activities originating from those from
the lowest stratum of the political participatory spectrum. These activities always
originate from within the community in an attempt to bring attention to a local
problem. Women are without fail the initiators of these activities. Grassroots activism
can be defined as a transformation by women of family and cultural networks into
political assets to preserve and protect the quality of life within their communities.
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Hence, between the late 1890’s and 1920’s, the Black women’s club movement
became the circuit through which such networks were formed. Not only did they
champion women’s rights, but the rights of their Black men. Historian and Black
feminist, Rosalyn Terborg-Penn in her book, African-American Women in the
Struggle for the Vote, 1850-1920, describes an important philosophy of the Black
women’s club movement. She asserts that:
The growth of a nationally organized Black women’s club movement,
beginning in the 1890’s, revealed the members’ belief that votes for Black
women would mean regaining votes stolen from Black men who had been
disfranchised throughout the southern states by legislative action or
constitutional amendments."^®
The formation and activist endeavors of Black women’s clubs became crucial to the
uplift of African-American communities throughout the United States. These clubs
took the concerns of their communities and mobilized their efforts to confront the
social and political ills which plagued them.
From slavery until the present. Black women have had to overcome enormous
barriers in order to achieve full participation in the governance of our nation. What we
can ascertain about the dynamics of African-American women’s political behavior
from earliest time to present is that in some form or another they have always been
political players."*' Political scientist. Jewel Prestage, in her article “In Quest of
African-American Political Women” chronicles the legacy of African-American
women’s political participation. She divides the eras into four; Pre-Emancipation,
Reconstruction, Post-Reconstruction to World War II, and Second Reconstruction to
the present. The period Prestage cites as the Post-Reconstruction to World War II,
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1890 through 1943, is most relevant to the hallmarks of these African-American
women’s activism and political participatory behavior. During this period, Black
women became active in the suffrage movement and fervently promoted social and
political change in the United States.
African-American women found that in their post-Reconstruction rush to
become full members of the body politic, it was necessary to not only fight the
antisuffragists but also to wrestle the ballot from the hands of the White suffragettes.'^^
Terborg-Penn explains that, “Afro-Americans maintained a political philosophy of
universal suffrage, while Whites, including women, advocated a limited, educated
suffrage after the Civil War.”'*^ Furthermore, she maintains that:
While the politics of race divided the woman suffrage movement, some
suffrage advocates of both races identified the absence of civil and
political rights as barriers to the progress of women. . . . Black female
suffragists argued for most social reform issues during this period, even
after middle-class white suffragists had abandoned many of them.'*'^
Wells-Bamett recalls in her autobiography instances surrounding the
prejudices within the suffrage movement. She relays, “When I saw that we were
likely to have a restricted suffrage, and the White women of the organization were
working like beavers to bring it about, I made another effort to get our women
interested.”'*^ Wells-Bamett was incensed by the refusal of Susan B. Anthony to help
a group of Black women in organizing a branch of the National American Women’s
Suffrage Association. Wells informed Anthony that Anthony “may have made gains
for woman suffrage, but she also confirmed White women in their attitude of
segregation.”'*^ In response to this exclusion and the lack of national Black women’s
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organizations that addressed their specific needs, African-American women began to
organize themselves:
The 1890’s were the most difficult years for Black people since the
abolition of slavery, and women naturally felt obligated to join their
people’s resistance struggle. It was in response to the unchecked wave of
lynchings and the indiscriminate sexual abuse of Black women that the
first Black women’s club was organized.'*’
On the eve of the emergence of the club movement, the first large meeting
independently organized by Black women was prompted by racist assaults on the
newspaperwoman Ida B. Wells.'** A rally was organized in support of Wells. In the
aftermath of this inspiring rally, the women who had organized it created permanent
organizations in Brooklyn and New York, which they called the Women’s Loyal
Union. According to Ida B. Wells, these were the first clubs created and exclusively
led by Black women.'*^ In 1892, after giving a speech before the National American
Woman Suffrage Association, Mary Church Terrell lead the mobilization of Black
women in Washington, D.C. Her goal was to raise the standard of their group and the
Colored Women’s League was formed.^** With the merger of the League and the
Federation of Afro-American Women, a national organization of colored women
emerged. This merger gave birth to the National Association of Colored Women in
1896. Mary Church Terrell was the association’s first president, followed by others
such as Mary McLeod Bethune. Wells, Terrell and Bethune were among the most
well-known Black suffragists.^' These women were seen as the organizing force for
all African-American women. Their efforts, although most times overlooked, did not
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go unnoticed by some. The significance of Ida B. Wells’ contribution to the struggle
for human rights is recognized by Angela Davis;
Ida B. Wells was much more than a drawing card for Black women who
were recruited into the club movement. After her first anti-lynching tour
abroad, she assisted Frederick Douglass in organizing a protest against the
1893 World’s Fair. Due to her efforts, a women’s committee was
organized to raise money for the publication of a brochure to be
distributed at the fair entitled “The Reason Why the Colored American is
not in the World’s Colombian Exposition.” In the aftermath of the
Chicago World’s Fair, Wells persuaded the women to create a permanent
club as Black women in the northeastern cities had done.'*’^
The Black women’s club movement had a positive impact on remedying some
social ills within the African-American community. As perceived outsiders among
their own gender. Black women resorted to grassroots involvements in an effort to
effect social and economic progress among their people. Realizing that their efforts to
join forces with their White sisters were counterproductive, they formed allegiances
among themselves to advance the cause of their race and womanhood.
In a speech given in 1898 as president, Terrell articulated a view promoted by
the National Association of Colored Women that it is only through the home that a
people can become really good and truly great. The National Association of Colored
Women had entered that domain when Mary Church Terrell wrote “Homes, more
homes, better homes, purer homes is the text upon which ours have been and will be
preached.”^^ The organization, comprised of middle-class women, focused their
efforts on the conditions of the poorer, less educated population of the colored
community. Through mothers' meetings, which were a special feature of the work
planned by the Association, much useful information on everything pertaining to the
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home was disseminated. Some of the driving forces behind establishing such
mothers’ meetings stemmed from the organization’s beliefs that:
If the women of the dominant race with all the centuries of education,
culture and refinement back of them, with all their wealth of opportunity
ever present with them—if these women feel the need of a Mothers'
Congress. . . , how much more do our women, from whom shackles have
but yesterday fallen, need information on the same vital subjects?^"^
By 1899 many clubs were formed and were represented at the Second
Convention of the National Association of Colored Women, held at Quinn Chapel in
Chicago, Illinois. The following clubs were noted in the minutes as being present:
Ida B. Wells Club; Chicago; Woman's Civic League; Chicago; Ideal Club;
Chicago; Women's Era Club; Boston; Phyllis Wheatley Club; New
Orleans; Commercial Reciprocity Club; Indianapolis; Peoria Woman's
Aid; Peoria; Woman's Home Improvement Club; Louisville; Woman's
Loyal Unions; New York City; Colterie Migratory Assembly; Memphis;
and Sojourner Truth Club; Memphis.
At the Convention, the speech, "The Progress of Colored Women," previously given
by Mary Church Terrell was made available in print for sale at ten cents per copy.
Terrell offered to donate the proceeds to the Association, provided the money be used
only for the support of kindergartens and day nurseries. Many copies were sold
during the three-day convention. The formation of kindergartens was critical to
many clubs. Terrell wrote that to “an organization of women nothing lies nearer the
heart of the National Association than the children, many of whose lives, so sad and
dark, we might brighten and bless. It is the kindergarten we need.”^^
Clubs were flourishing everywhere. The emphasis on providing an education
for the children was central to their mission. Ida B. Wells-Barnett organized and
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founded the Alpha Suffrage Club in 1913 and served as its first president. Among
notable achievements, the club founded a kindergarten for the Black children.
Although this was a successful venture, in an effort to solve other social problems,
there were obstacles to overcome. The members of the club realized that just because
they had a vision, it did not mean that the masses would embrace it. When Wells
showed African-American women that they could use their vote for the advantage of
themselves and their race, many joined the Alpha Suffrage Club.^* However, many
women reported “that the men jeered at them and told them they ought to be at home
taking care of the babies. Others insisted that the women were trying to take the place
of men and wear the trousers.Nonetheless, the women of the club continued to
press toward their goal for the ballot. Evident of the clubs’ response to the social
issues and concerns of the community, one can ascertain how important it was for the
community to have the Alpha Suffrage Club, as well as the other clubs advocating for
African-Americans. Black women worked hard to combat the social decay created by
the greater society’s apathy and prejudice. The significance of their work cannot be
negated. Mary Church Terrell best sums up the progress and achievements of Black
women when she so wholeheartedly expressed:
Rejoicing as I do, not only in the prospective enfranchisement of my sex
but in the emancipation of my race. . . . Nothing, in short, that could
degrade or brutalize the womanhood of the race was lacking in that system
from which colored women then had little hope of escape. . . . Colored
women have forged steadily ahead in the acquisition of knowledge and in
the cultivation of those virtues which make for good.^*’
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Mary Church Terrell’s writings exhorted the people. As she presented the
progress of Black women, she enlightened her audience and raised their level of
thinking concerning the mistreatment of African-American women in America.
Terrell was an advocate for human rights and throughout her life expressed her
philosophy concerning the oppressive state of the race. She especially understood the
peculiar plight of Black women. She viewed the status of Black women as crucial to
the uplifting of the race. For this reason she made every attempt to present the
progress of Black women to all her audiences.^'
In spite of the circumstances, African-Americans continued to be resourceful
in providing for their communities. They recognized the power of grassroots activism
as a non-traditional political tool to circumvent the obstacles that were before them.
African-American women influenced social and political changes within the United
States. Ida B. Wells-Bamett and Mary Church Terrell stood up for thousands of
African-American people in their efforts to ensure a just society.
Summary
In summary, Terrell expressed the essence of the driving force that motivated
African-American women of her era in their pursuit for fairness, equality and justice
when she wrote:
And so, lifting as we climb, onward and upward we go, struggling, striving and
hoping that the buds and blossoms of our desires will burst into glorious
fruition ere long. With courage bom of success, achieved in the past, we look
forward to a future large with promise and hope. Seeking no favors because of
our color, nor patronage because of our needs, we knock at the bar of Justice
and ask for an equal chance.
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Ida B. Wells-Bamett, Mary Church Terrell, Anna Julia Cooper and Nannie
Helen Burroughs lived in the midst of intense times. In the face of adversities these
women recognized that the most important stand to take was the one for equality,
even if it meant placing their careers and often their lives on the line. They were
knocking at the bar ofjustice, demanding equal opportunity. Black women channeled
their energies into creating organizations that advocated human rights, civil rights and
equal rights for all mankind. Through their writings, speeches, and organizational
efforts, they bridged the gap between ignorance and fact.
At the end of the nineteenth century, the central role of Black women in
grassroots struggles centered around quality of life issues. Race women, like the
women examined in this study, labored hard in their communities. Through their
labors, these women achieved results. They were able to organize and form clubs that
addressed the immediate needs of the community. In their quest to improve the
conditions of their people, kindergartens and classes were provided, schools were
built, people were being registered to vote, and the collective force brought about
positive change. Thus, without the central role these women played, grassroots
organizations would not have been able to become effective instruments within the
Black community. The public positions assumed by Wells-Bamett, Terrell, Cooper,
Burroughs and other African-American women were truly unconventional and non-
conforming. Although the demeanors and approaches to common issues assumed by
these women were sometimes oppositional, their goals were the same.
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CHAPTER FIVE
Conclusion: Trailblazers & Torchbearers
I then promised to set it down in writing so those of her generation could
know how the agitation against the lynching evil began....
It is therefore for the young people who have so little of our race’s history
recorded that I am for the first time in my life writing about myself. I am
all the more constrained to do this because there is such a lack of authentic
race history ofReconstruction times written by the Negro himself.
Duster, Crusade for Justice: The Autobiography ofIda B. Wells
Through their own words and writings Ida B. Wells-Barnett and Mary Church
Terrell left us empirical documentation of their stories, victories and defeats. The use
of their autobiographical sources proved pivotal in the analysis of the qualitative and
quantitative contributions of both Wells-Barnett and Terrell to the American society.
They helped to record the history of the African-American people during the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. As two of the most outstanding and
influential Black women of their era, these women left their mark on history. As
noted above, Wells-Barnett, as did Terrell, recognized the importance of documenting
their history for the benefit of those generations to come. Black feminist thought is of
African-American women in that it taps the multiple relationships among Black
women needed to produce a self-defined Black women’s standpoint. Black feminist
thought is for Black women in that it empowers Black women for political activism.’
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As children, Wells and Church lived in a society with a foundation built on the
legacy of slavery. The reality of the Black race’s subjugation in the American society
is examined throughout many pieces of literature. Wells-Bamett and Terrell’s
autobiographies reveal the ebb and flow of their individual lives, which provided a
parallel of the conditions faced by Black people during their time. All the obstacles
that were before them only fueled their philosophies of racial uplift and equality for
the Black race. Holding on to this ideology strengthened them to fight a long and
hard battle against racism and sexism. Ida B. Wells-Bamett and Mary Church Terrell
impacted many lives as they played their roles as daughters, siblings, professionals,
wives, mothers, educators, clubwomen, and leaders. Ida B. Wells-Bamett and Mary
Church Terrell were women of fortitude and resolution. They championed human,
civil and political rights and were very vocal in expressing their philosophies. They
sought racial tolerance and desegregation as tools and agencies for transforming the
nation and bringing about a better life for the African-American race. This is seen
throughout their activities as they persevered to create a more informed and changed
society.
Karlyn Kohrs Campbell in her article “Style and Content in the Rhetoric of
Early Afro-American Feminists,” offers an analysis of the style and content in the
rhetoric of both Terrell and Wells. Her insight is derived from examining speeches
given by the women, including “Southern Horrors: Lynch Law in All Its Phases” by
Wells and “What It Means to Be Colored in the Capitol of the United States” by
Terrell. The differences between the speeches reflected not only the differing
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circumstances under which each was delivered, but also the range of invention of
these women speakers. Campbell concluded that Ida B. Wells was remarkable for her
skill in the use of argument and evidence, and she was a woman who assumed the role
of journalist and made no attempt to give that role a feminine cast. By contrast, Mary
Church Terrell adopted a womanly or feminine style under conditions that made it an
ideal mode of creating identification between the speaker and her White audience.^
Ida B. Wells-Bamett and Mary Church Terrell used their aptitude as writers
and orators to wage a war against lynching, disfranchisement and other issues of racial
and sexual discrimination. They raised their voices and pens against the oppressive
state in which they lived. Anti-lynching, defending the virtue of African-American
womanhood, and obtaining suffrage were among the priorities of the respective club
associations in which both women belonged.
Although these women were contemporaries who advocated the same causes.
Wells and Terrell were only distant acquaintances. Wells had admired Mary Church
Terrell upon meeting her. Wells wrote in her autobiography that she felt this
admiration towards her contemporary “perhaps, because she, too, was an independent,
accomplished, and ambitious young woman.”^ As they began to travel in similar
circles, however, the personal conflict between the two manifested itself in a subtle
way. Angela Davis wrote “Their personal feud, which spanned several decades, was a
tragic thread within the history of the Black women’s club movement.”'* While Wells
was one of Terrell’s severest critics, she acknowledged the importance of her role in
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the club movement. As she pointed out, “Mrs. Terrell was by all odds the best
educated woman among us...
The latter decades of the nineteenth century were pivotal in the history of the
African-American people, especially for the women of the race. This era marked the
regression in socio-economic and political gains achieved by Black people during
Reconstruction. With the abrupt end to Reconstruction, African-American people
found themselves at the diabolical hands of a very brutal, savage and dehumanizing
society. This was a society molded by social intolerance and institutional racism and
sexism. It was a society so entrenched in maintaining the status quo at any cost that it
was willing to murder and embark on genocide against the African-American race.
The odds for racial uplift and harmony between the races seemed bleak in the grand
scheme of events. Nonetheless, the leadership roles assumed by Ida B. Wells and
Mary Church Terrell played a significant part in the advancement of their race. Wells
and Terrell understood the system in which they had to operate. These women
experienced firsthand encounters with racial and sexual discrimination. In response,
they labored to tear down barriers of exclusion. Their goal was to advance the society
from one which was segregated and unequal, to one which practiced justice and
equality for all.
Before their fates were defined by the lynching of their mutual friend Tom
Moss, Wells and Terrell’s foundations of character, fortitude and principles were
formed by the influences of their families and personal endeavors. They did not wait
for someone else to carry the torch of hope. The key to their endurance was in their
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desires to vindicate Tom Moss by fighting against lynching and to ensure a better
quality of life for African-American people.
Wells-Barnett and Terrell continued in the tradition of those that had gone
before. Subsequently they passed the torch of fortitude and resolution to those who
followed in the fight for equality and justice. Mary Church Terrell was among the
forerunners of the 1965 Civil Rights Act. As she defied the “white only” era, she
found herself in 1930 resisting racial discrimination in a cafeteria. While attending a
Child Welfare Conference called by President Hoover, her friends were denied service
and she confronted the employee who was in charge.^ Terrell pointed out “the
cafeteria is in a building owned by the United States Government.”’ She demanded
“my friends and I are going to be served in it right away.”* She was cognizant of the
battle and the political protest that would soon manifest itself in the racial movement
of the 1950’s and 1960’s. Mary Church Terrell’s life spanned many purposeful
movements. Born during the time of slavery, and a witness to the impact of the Plessy
V. Ferguson decision, Terrell lived to see the legislative end to the legal “separate but
equal” doctrine with the 1954 Brown v. The Board of Education Supreme Court
decision.
In the years following the Brown decision, the Civil Rights movement brought
Black women once again to the forefront of the civil rights struggle. Similar to the
women of earlier generations, likewise, the roles of women within the Civil Rights
movement were not clearly defined. The role of Black women in the civil rights
movement had received scant attention from historians.^ Women exerted an enormous
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influence, both formally, as members of the upper echelon of Student Nonviolent
Coordinating Committee (SNCC), Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC)
and the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party, and informally, as spontaneous
leaders and dedicated participants.The contributions of women such as Ella Baker
and Farmie Lou Hamer are testaments to the continued effectiveness of women’s
participation in the civil rights movement. Like their foremothers, Wells-Bamett and
Terrell, these women stood the test of endurance and exhibited the true qualities of
fortitude as they labored for the advancement of their race. Fighting against a system
so deeply etched in the dogma ofWhite supremacy and male superiority, these women
were not afraid to take a stand. Ida B. Wells went abroad to Europe to share the
atrocities of lynching. Mary Church Terrell went on a lecture circuit to dispel the
myth of lazy coons and loose Black women. And later before millions of viewers,
Fannie Lou Hamer on national television asked “Is This America?” These
African-American women and others like them were determined to cast shame on
America for its policies condoning domestic brutality against African-American
people.
Within their separate spheres Ida B. Wells-Bamett and Mary Church Terrell
were critical players in the advancement of Black women and their race. Their
organizational involvements proved significant in the fight against lynching and for
suffrage. In addition to the Black church, the Black women club movement became a
major backbone of the African-American community. The club movement not only
addressed the immediate concerns and needs of the communities, but it defined
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political agendas for improving the condition of the race. Ida B. Wells-Bamett and
Mary Church Terrell were devoted and hardworking clubwomen. They were two
distinct vessels working toward the same goal, and their combined contributions have
left a rich legacy and details of heroic measures. They stood up to be counted and
they forged ahead as trailblazers in the continued fight to uplift the African-American
race.
In addition, as grand foremother Sojourner Truth, the ex-slave activist,
espoused “Ain’t I A Woman,” so did the Black women of post-Reconstruction era
question America in the nation’s treatment of African-American women. Ida B.
Wells-Bamett, Mary Church Terrell, Anna Julia Cooper, Nannie Helen Burroughs,
and many others continued the fight to tear down all negative and debasing images of
African-American women. They attacked lynching and other injustices while
championing racial uplift. They lectured, authored many articles, and established
Black women’s clubs; all in the name of preserving the virtue of the Negro woman
and race. The legacies left today are testimonies of their efforts and effectiveness in
bringing about a heightened consciousness concerning a very sensitive and complex
issue, that of race relations. Until their respective deaths in 1931 and 1954,
Wells-Bamett and Terrell never gave up their hopes and dreams that America would
be a place where all its citizens, irrespective of race and sex, would receive equal
treatment under the laws that governed.
Ida B. Wells-Bamett and Mary Church Terrell indeed created a self-definition
of Black women, whereby freeing themselves to operate and view their world from
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their own standpoint. Being equipped in the knowledge of self and their purpose,
Wells-Bamett and Terrell were indeed empowered. It was through their
empowerment that they were able to uplift their race. ’' Let hersXory be told.
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